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        For Mom…

        Granite and Steel

        I miss you.

      

      

      

      
        
        For Gram…

        I still wonder what

        the poor people are doing.

        Thank you for teaching me

        what it means

        to be rich.

        I miss you too.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR…

          

        

      

    

    
      I grew up in a house where we had government cheese.

      If you don’t know what that means, it means that you’re in an income bracket where you can look to the system to give you some necessities, like food. And one of the things they gave you was this enormous block of better-living-through-chemistry cheese.

      Often, at our farm, we had occasion to sit around our big, rectangular dining room table. Christmas. Birthdays (and there were a lot of birthdays with seven of us in that house). Easter. Or just to play games. Just to be with family.

      We didn’t eat filet mignon at these dinners. We had chili. Stew. Pork cutlets, fried potatoes and corn (the corn was also fried, it’s an Indiana thing and we now consider it a treat). Homemade potato soup. Chicken and dumplin’s.

      If I wanted to listen to the stereo, I listened to my sister’s.

      If I wanted to watch TV by myself, if I could get away with it, I watched the miniscule black-and-white television in my brother’s room.

      If they wanted to play a record, they did it on my turntable.

      We didn’t have a lot.

      So we shared.

      In so many ways.

      I did know we didn’t have a lot.

      The other thing I knew was that we had so much more than many.

      On more than one occasion, my grandmother would sit back in her chair at her place at the foot of that table, and she’d watch her family happy to be doing nothing but sitting together and being together.

      And on more than one occasion, when she sat back, she did it with this contented smile curling her lips, and she’d remark, “I wonder what the poor people are doing?”

      As a child, that always confused me.

      It wasn’t until I grew older that I understood I was then, and I am now, the richest girl in the world.

      See, when we’re all together, not at our farm in Indiana, but in one of our homes in Phoenix—my brother, my sister, my brother-in-law, my nieces—on occasion my brother or my sister will sit back and ask, “I wonder what the poor people are doing?”

      We never forgot what our mother gave us through love and sacrifice when, out of necessity, she moved us in with my grandparents.

      She gave us family.

      An embarrassment of riches.

      Thus, my fictional Daphne Forrester taught her daughters Eliza and Adeline what true wealth really meant.

      And it was an honor being in this series to give that through them to my readers.

      I hope you enjoy Toby and Addie’s story, the end of Moonlight and Motor Oil.

      And I wish you wealth beyond your wildest imaginings.

      The real kind.

      

      Rock On

      

      -Kristen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          SHE WAS GOING TO BE JUST RIGHT

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Toby

      

      

      

      Thirty Years Ago…

      

      Toby sat on his rump in the middle of the room and stared.

      His big brother Johnny was standing by their daddy’s leg and patting it.

      Daddy was sitting on their couch, bent over, head in his hands, his shoulders heaving.

      He was crying.

      Toby had never seen his daddy crying.

      “Daddy,” his big brother said, his voice funny.

      Their daddy lifted his head, his face red, and looked at Toby’s big brother.

      Then he lifted one of his big hands and wrapped it around Johnny’s neck.

      “It’s okay, son,” he said, his voice funny too. “It’s okay,” he repeated.

      His eyes strayed to Toby.

      Toby felt his lip wobble, his belly all funny when he saw his daddy’s face.

      “We’ll all be okay,” his father whispered.

      Toby didn’t believe him.

      He didn’t believe him at all.

      This was Tobias David Gamble’s first cognitive thought.

      It was also his first memory.

      He was three.

      And when it came to his dad, Toby’s thoughts on that particular subject would turn out to be right.
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      Ten Years Later…

      

      “She’s ruined him,” Margot snapped.

      Toby was about to go in the back door.

      It was after school.

      His dad and brother were at the garage.

      If Toby didn’t feel like working on some car, and sometimes he didn’t, he’d go to his Grams and Gramps’s after school.

      That is, if he didn’t sneak out to the mill and pretend he was a fugitive from justice. Or a cop hunting a fugitive from justice. Or a scientist discovering a new kind of moss that would cure cancer. Or a sailor stranded from his ship on a desert island (that had a mill with a water wheel).

      Everyone had freaked the first time he’d walked all the way out to the mill to do his own thing.

      He’d been eight.

      Now, if he was in the mood, he just went. And if they didn’t know where he was, they went out there to get him.

      But Grams and Gramps were in Germany for a vacation, visiting Grams’s family.

      Since he didn’t want to go to the garage, like always when his Grams and Gramps were busy, Toby went to Margot and David’s after school.

      David was his dad’s best friend.

      Margot was Dave’s wife.

      She was also a pain in the butt.

      This was because she was super strict. It was always, “A gentleman does this,” or, “a decent man does that,” or, “you offer a lady a cookie first, Tobias, before you eat fifteen of them.”

      Her cookies were the best.

      Who wouldn’t eat fifteen of them?

      And if you offered them to some girl first, she might eat fifteen of them, not leaving you enough when she was done.

      But okay…

      He’d never tell anyone this, not anyone in the whole world, but he liked it when Margot got all cuddly with Dave, her eyes getting soft, like he built some big cannon and pointed it to the sky and lit that thing, filling the heavens with stars.

      He wished his mom had thought that about his dad.

      But he liked it that Margot gave that to Dave.

      He wouldn’t tell anyone this either, but Toby liked it when she got all soft in the face sometimes, when she looked at him when he got an A on some paper or after he helped his team win a game (and she’d know, she always went to his games, Dave too) or after he made her laugh.

      And he liked it a whole lot when she’d run the backs of her fingers down his jaw.

      But right then, Toby didn’t turn to the screen door and push it in when he heard Margot in the kitchen talking on their phone.

      He stood at the side of the door and listened.

      Margot’d get ticked, she knew he was there. She was big on manners, and eavesdropping was not something she was keen on. So eventually he’d have to retrace his steps, give it time and come back.

      But now he was gonna listen.

      “I can’t begin to imagine what’s wrong with Rachel, except for the fact she’s not Sierra.”

      Toby’s eyes closed and his shoulders slumped.

      His dad was scraping off another girlfriend.

      That sucked.

      His dad seemed better when he had a lady around.

      This time it sucked more because Toby really liked Rachel.

      He’d learned not to like them. They never lasted long.

      A lot of them tried real hard to last as long as they could, and Toby could see this. His dad had money. He was a decent-looking guy. And he had that low voice Toby had overheard one of his father’s girlfriends say was “sexy.”

      Lance Gamble was a catch.

      A lot of them tried to get to Lance through his sons.

      Most of the time it was sickening, and it bugged the crap out of Toby and Johnny (it was just that Johnny was the kind of guy who’d learned to keep his mouth shut about stuff that bothered him or find a time he could talk it out with Dad so it wouldn’t tick Dad off, Toby…not so much).

      But Rachel was real. She was pretty and she was sweet. She didn’t give off that fake vibe.

      And she cooked awesome.

      He’d wanted her to stick around.

      Apparently she wasn’t going to do that, and as usual with his dad and his girlfriends, that was not her choice.

      “If that woman ever came back, I’d slap her right across the face,” Toby heard Margot go on. “That is, before I tore her hair out, scratched out her eyes and ran her right back out of town on a rail.”

      Now Margot was talking about Sierra.

      Dad’s wife.

      Johnny and Toby’s mom.

      She was still his dad’s wife, as far as Toby knew.

      Even though his dad tried to hide it from the boys, he’d tried to find her, but she was nowhere to be found. A couple of years ago, when an effort at this had failed, Toby had heard Dave suggest he get an ex parte divorce (whatever that was). But his dad had said, “Just gonna give her more time. If I know my Sierra, she won’t be able to stay away from her boys for too long.”

      He was wrong, seeing as she’d stayed away by that time for eight years.

      Toby still didn’t think his mother needed more time. She’d had enough time. Now it had been ten years.

      She hadn’t come back.

      Because she wasn’t gonna come back.

      And if she did, no one wanted her back.

      Except his dad.

      And Toby.

      He didn’t remember a lot about her. He’d been too young when she’d gone.

      Except he remembered her being pretty. He remembered her smelling good.

      He remembered how happy she made his dad.

      Though Toby wasn’t feeling that so much anymore.

      Mostly in this moment because he liked Rachel.

      “I don’t know,” Margot was saying. “David will talk to him, I’m sure. But he won’t listen. I think he thinks he has to be available when she comes home. But that woman is never coming home. Dave knows it. I know it. The whole town of Matlock knows it.”

      As Toby had noted, he knew it too.

      “No,” Margot snapped. “I can’t even begin to understand what was in her head. But I’ll tell you this, we’re all having the last laugh.”

      Toby straightened after she said this.

      How were they all having the last laugh when his mom had up and left them?

      Margot told him.

      Well, not him. Whoever she was talking to.

      “Johnathon is fifteen and he’s already one of the finest men I know. Good. Decent. Kind-hearted. Strong. Knows his own mind and how to speak it. Sharp as a whip. And she’ll never know what a fabulous man her boy turned out to be.”

      Yeah.

      Well, sure.

      Johnny was awesome.

      Everyone knew Johnny was awesome.

      Everybody.

      Even Toby, and sometimes Tobe wanted to hate his big brother, but Johnny was just that guy.

      You couldn’t.

      No one could hate Johnny Gamble.

      “And Tobias…”

      Toby perked up.

      “He has no idea his potential…”

      Right.

      His potential.

      “But when he learns…” she trailed off for a sec before she carried on. “I find myself struggling with him. Do you rein in all that audacity? Is it right to try to stop a boy from devouring life? He’s so bold, Judy, it sometimes takes my breath away. In another time, he’d be the first to walk on the moon. The first to corral fire. Johnathon will find a sweet girl, make babies with her, work in his father’s garages and live a good life, quiet and happy. Tobias will find a spitfire who challenges him and drives him insane, and they’ll go off and tear through the world, running with the bulls in Pamplona or uncovering hidden treasures in Egypt or something.”

      Toby blinked in the sun.

      Margot thought all that?

      About him?

      “And then what do I do?” Margot asked her friend Judy (who did not make cookies as good as Margot’s, but they were all right). “My last, not born of me, but my last boy? How does a woman handle her baby trekking through the Amazon or deep-sea diving to explore sunken pirate ships? I fear I’ll spend the rest of my life waiting for the phone to ring just to hear he’s all right. Lord, I hope he finds a woman who can communicate. At least she’ll check in.”

      Without him telling it to do it, Toby’s body slid down the siding of Dave and Margot’s house.

      All the way down.

      Until he hit his rump.

      Because she thought all that.

      About him.

      “And Sierra doesn’t get that,” she continued. “She doesn’t get the solidness of Johnathon or the fearlessness of Tobias. She’ll never know that. She’ll never hold the grandchildren Johnathon will give her in her arms. She’ll never hear the breathless excitement of Tobias’s children over the phone when they call and share what their father’s up to now.”

      Toby felt something hit his stomach, and it wasn’t what usually hit it whenever anyone mentioned his mom.

      It was something a whole lot different.

      “So I suppose I should thank her,” Margot declared. “Because she left and I got all that. She left and that became mine. And I suppose I shouldn’t be angry with Lance for breaking it off with Rachel. Because if he found a woman, she might claim those boys. Because what woman, outside Sierra, who’s no woman at all, wouldn’t claim those boys? And then where would I be?”

      Again, without him telling it to do it, his body got off its rear, took its feet and turned right to the screen door.

      Margot never missed a trick.

      So even though she was standing at the kitchen counter with the wall phone, with its long cord, held to her ear, her side to the door, she sensed him and turned.

      Toby didn’t move.

      He just stared at her with her pretty light-red hair and her big eyes, wearing one of her nice dresses (she was always in nice dresses) and he felt that feeling in his stomach.

      “I have to go, Judy. Tobias is home from school and if I don’t get him an after-school snack, his stomach will eat through him.” She paused. “Okay. Yes, of course. See you then. Ta, Judy.”

      With that, she hung up the phone.

      But all Toby could think was she’d said he was “home.”

      And he was.

      He had three homes.

      His dad’s.

      His Grams and Gramps’s.

      And Margot’s.

      And she’d make him a heckuva after-school snack.

      She always did.

      Anytime he came to her for as long as he could remember.

      His mom gave him that. All of that.

      And she did it by leaving.

      Unmoving, he watched her walk to him.

      He only shifted when she pushed out the screen door.

      She held it open, stood in the door and studied him.

      “How much did you hear, darlin’?” she asked quietly.

      “A lot,” he answered.

      Her pretty face got that soft he liked so much before she whispered, “Child.”

      Toby said nothing.

      “I know you liked Rachel, Tobias, but—” she started.

      “I like you.”

      She stopped. Blinked.

      Then her hand crept up in front of her to cover her throat so he wouldn’t see it move as she tried not to cry in front of him, because ladies did not give in to tears or hysterics in front of others. It was rude.

      According to Margot.

      “When I find a woman, she’s gonna be like you,” Toby told her.

      “My beautiful boy,” she said quietly.

      “Though she’s gonna hafta be able to wear pants if she’s gonna run with some bulls or somethin’.”

      Her face got even softer, but she said, “Something, Tobias. Don’t drop your ‘Gs.’ You’re not a hillbilly.”

      “I’m totally a hillbilly. Everyone from Kentucky is a hillbilly, don’t you know.”

      Her mouth did that thing it did with him a lot. It got all shaky, like she was trying not to laugh, before it got stern.

      “I am not a hillbilly and I’m a Kentuckian born and bred. And you are not a hillbilly either,” she stated.

      “Are you gonna feed me, or what?” he asked.

      “‘Margot, I’m famished. Will you please make me a snack?’” she corrected.

      “I’m never sayin’ that famished word in my life,” he returned.

      She didn’t quite beat the smile before she replied, “Saying, Tobias.” Then she shifted aside so he could get in, murmuring, “Lord, child, what am I going to do with you?”

      “Feed me?”

      She rolled her eyes, but he saw before she did, they were smiling.

      He walked in.

      She made him wash his hands then get out his books at the kitchen table while she fixed him a roast beef sandwich with melted muenster on top, slathered in mayo with a ton of ridged Ruffles stacked on the side.

      In fact, there were so many chips, the sandwich was almost covered in them. It was like she was making him a full meal, even if he’d had lunch and it was near-on dinnertime.

      He didn’t care. It was awesome and he was, well…famished.

      He grinned and got down to his geometry because he knew she wouldn’t let him go home until he was done with his homework.

      Toby was half through the sandwich, had made a dent in the chips, and was almost done with geometry when he looked at Margot at the stove, doing stuff with a big hunk of meat in a pan she was gonna roast for Dave for dinner.

      Their boys were all in college. Well, Lance, the oldest one, was an engineer out in Oregon, but Dave Junior and Mark were in college.

      So it was now just Margot and Dave.

      She didn’t have all her boys to look after anymore.

      Dad had said it made her sad. And Toby’d seen that, for sure.

      And when he did, even if Grams or Gramps were home, or the mill was calling, he came after school to her, and not just because she did great snacks (Grams did great snacks too).

      Now she seemed to be doing better.

      And he was glad.

      Still.

      He was looking at her because that feeling in his stomach had turned and it did it so bad, he had to get it out.

      “Only thing I care about…” he started.

      Margot turned her head to him.

      “Is you not goin’ away,” he finished.

      She straightened from her beef and rotated fully to him.

      “I’m not going anywhere, Tobias.”

      “I like Rachel fine,” he said. “And I don’t care about Mom,” he lied. “But don’t you go anywhere.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, darlin’.”

      He stared at her.

      She let him and stared right back.

      This went on awhile.

      When it lasted long enough to make that feeling start to fade, he looked back to his books.

      Margot went back to her roast.

      When Dave, Dad and Johnny got home (Dave worked at the garage too), Margot demanded the Gambles stay for dinner.

      And when Margot demanded something, the men in her life did it.

      Toby didn’t mind.

      Her roast was almost as good as her cookies.

      And they all got to give her stuff during dinner and she got to pretend it annoyed her.

      Like always with his family the way it was…

      It was awesome.

      And like always when he was over at Margot and Dave’s he went home with a full stomach.

      And that felt good.
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      Fifteen Years Later…

      

      Tobe lay with his back to the headboard of his bed, his phone to his ear, listening to it ring.

      It was late and there was a three-hour time difference.

      He knew they’d answer.

      They did.

      Or Dave did.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey, Dave,” Toby replied quietly.

      “Son, do you know what time it is?”

      “Tell Margot I got my pilot’s license today.”

      “Oh hell,” Dave muttered.

      Toby grinned.

      “What?” he heard Margot in the background. “Is that Tobias? Where is he? Is he all right?”

      “I’ll let you handle that,” Toby said to Dave, still quiet. “Love to you both.”

      Then he disconnected.

      He looked at his watch and timed it.

      It was one minute and twenty-three seconds later when his cell phone vibrated.

      “Hey, Margot,” he answered in a soft voice.

      “I have a mind to—”

      “I got all my hours in. I aced the test,” he assured her. “My instructor said I was a natural.”

      “When you were learning to teach golf, your instructor said you were a natural at that too,” she returned.

      “Well, I was.”

      “And when you were up in Alaska logging, your foreman told you he thought you’d been born in the north, you were such a natural logger, when you’re southern through and through.”

      “Well, there was that too.”

      She sighed before she announced, “All I can say is that I’m glad you’re not doing that anymore. Did you know that logging is the number one most dangerous job in America?”

      He did not know that.

      Though, having been a logger for two years, he wasn’t surprised.

      She kept at him.

      “And I suspect being a pilot is number two.”

      He had no idea.

      He also didn’t care.

      “You’ll be the death of me,” she declared.

      He cared about that.

      “You’re gonna live to be a hundred and twenty and bounce my grandchildren on your knee,” he said low.

      Margot had no reply.

      “Don’t tell Dad. I’ll call him tomorrow and give him the news,” Toby instructed.

      “Oh, so your father gets a phone call that’s not after one in the morning?” Margot replied.

      He lowered his voice further but didn’t pull the smile out of it. “Just makin’ sure I check in with my girl.”

      Margot again said nothing.

      “Come out to Phoenix, I’ll take you up,” he offered.

      “That will happen when hell freezes over, Tobias.”

      Tobe fought back busting out laughing.

      Though he couldn’t beat back a quiet chuckle.

      “Now that you’ve bested the skies, can I expect a call to share you’ve spent your time looking for, and finding, a special someone?” she asked through his humor.

      She wanted him settled and happy.

      Okay, maybe not settled. She liked he was a rambling man (though she’d never admit it out loud).

      She just wanted him happy.

      “Not sure that’d be a good idea, sweetheart. I’m missing green. I’m thinking of hitting Tennessee next. Always wanted a spell in Nashville. Wouldn’t be a good idea to find a woman, then expect I could drag her across the country.”

      “Dear Lord,” she murmured.

      It drove her nuts he hadn’t met anyone yet.

      Johnny had met someone.

      Of course.

      It took Margot ages to like Shandra, or trust her, and Toby still didn’t know if she really did.

      Of course.

      No one was good enough for her boys.

      Not a soul.

      Then again, as far as Toby was concerned, she was right.

      He hadn’t found anyone good enough for him.

      Because there was no one like Margot.

      Not a soul.

      “Gonna let you get back to sleep,” he told her.

      “That’d be nice,” she replied, but he could tell she didn’t want to let him go.

      “I’ll phone at a decent hour next time.”

      “That’d be nice too.”

      “Love you, Margot,” he said softly.

      She only hesitated a second, and he knew that second was to get her shit together, before she said, “Love you too, my beautiful boy.”

      Toby was grinning when he disconnected.

      “Maybe not make a phone call to check in with your girl when I’ve just let you fuck me twice and I’m trying to sleep.”

      That came at him groggy as well as unmistakably ugly.

      Toby looked down at the naked woman beside him in his bed.

      They’d been drinking (a lot) and then they’d been fucking (a lot).

      He thought she’d passed out.

      Then again, obviously she had, though not for long since he hadn’t even turned out the lights, but also obviously she wasn’t a huge fan of being woken up and had no issue sharing that.

      She had a great ass. Nice hair.

      But nope.

      And again…

      Not good enough.

      From what she said, and how she said it—clearly thinking he was the kind of guy who’d talk to some other woman when he had one naked beside him in bed—she was not good enough by a long shot.

      “Maybe it’s time we get you home,” he suggested.

      She blinked and the ticked look on her face changed to coaxing. “Baby, a girl just needs some rest for round two, or, uh, in this case…three.”

      “Sorry. I got an early morning.” Lie. “So I’ll take you home.”

      And that, as far as he was concerned, was that.

      He shifted his legs off the bed and reached for his jeans.

      “Toby—”

      He yanked on his jeans and looked at her face.

      Pretty too.

      Still, not close to the one.

      “I was talking to my mom,” he shared.

      “Oh,” she whispered, now up on a forearm. “You call your mom Margot?”

      He was not gonna get into that, so he answered simply, “Yep.”

      “That’s sweet, I guess.”

      “You know something big happened today,” he reminded her.

      And she did.

      They’d met that night at a bar, and when he’d told her, she’d been all in to celebrate with him. If her celebrating with him meant him buying her a lot of drinks, a late dinner since she was getting loaded and he wasn’t a big fan of sloppy, drunk women, then coming home with him and getting it on.

      “I went out to celebrate, met you, so I hadn’t had a chance to tell Margot yet,” he finished.

      “Yeah, okay. But it’s still uncool to make a phone call when someone is sleeping,” she responded. “Even if it’s your mom.”

      It was also uncool to be a bitch about it when you’d been asleep for maybe ten minutes.

      And he’d been quiet. It wasn’t like he’d had a forty-minute conversation with someone he had to shout at because they were on a helicopter.

      He shared all that by saying, “Babe, get dressed.”

      “But I didn’t know it was your mom.”

      No, she thought he was a colossal asshole and was chatting with some other woman while she was beside him after he fucked her in his bed.

      He was not going to get into that either.

      He bent to nab his tee, straightening and repeating, “Get dressed. Let’s get you home.”

      He pulled on his tee when she began, “Toby, I was just—”

      “You’re right,” he cut her off again. “It was rude. I should have left the room to make the call. I didn’t. Sorry about that. I was trying to be quiet. I didn’t know you were a light sleeper. But I got shit to do tomorrow, I ’spect you got work tomorrow, and you’re up, so might as well get you home so we don’t both have to get up early for me to drive you there.”

      “God,” she muttered, turning her head and sliding toward the edge of the bed. “What a dick. Always the way with the hot ones. Total fucking dicks.”

      So totally not the one.

      “You know, you wanna stay, hang, sleep with me, wake up with me, the way to do that is not act like a bitch when I wake you up after I call my mom when I accomplished something that means something to me and I wanna share that with her and then call me a dick,” he advised.

      “What am I supposed to do?” she snapped, yanking up her panties. “Thank you for waking me up when you made a phone call right next to me while I was sleeping?”

      “It’s my bed, Kristy,” he pointed out. “And you were out for maybe ten minutes. It wasn’t like I woke you up from a deep sleep when you gotta perform neurosurgery tomorrow.”

      “And it was my pussy I let you eat an hour ago in your bed, Toby,” she shot back, now angrily snapping on her bra.

      With that, he was done.

      Really so totally not the one.

      “You know, a woman gives it up,” she kept bitching, “a gentleman doesn’t kick her out of bed.”

      That made him still in doing his belt.

      Because Margot drilled being a gentleman into him since he could remember.

      And Kristy was not wrong.

      “And don’t give me any shit about giving it up,” she kept going, now yanking on her short skirt. “’Cause you were there and you gave it up too. Though most men don’t see it that way,” she ended on a mutter.

      “We met five hours ago. And in that five hours, babe, I didn’t make any promises,” he reminded her, doing it going careful because he hadn’t, but he had been a dick (though that was a stretch, but if he stretched it he could see where she was coming from, he wasn’t a huge fan of sleep, there was too much living to do, but he got others were) and now she had a point.

      “Oh no, they never do,” she sniped.

      Hang on a second.

      “You give it up, I give it up, I make you go twice. Tell me, Kristy, where do you think that puts us?” he asked. “Not bein’ a dick now, babe. Really wanna know so I don’t run into this shit again.” He flung an arm out her way. “I mean, it’s clear you don’t want me to think you’re easy when I’m just as easy. So a woman can bang a man all easy. But a man bangs a woman, there’s some inherent promise in that?”

      She didn’t have an answer to his question and she shared that by replying, “Fuck you.”

      “Great,” he muttered, bending and reaching for his socks.

      Boy, he could pick them.

      Just like his dad.

      He turned his back on her to sit on the bed and pull his socks on.

      “You know, maybe I thought we were starting something,” she said to his back.

      He twisted to her. “And maybe we would have been if you didn’t call me a dick.”

      She threw out both arms. “So it’s me calling you a dick and not you kicking me out of your bed that puts us here?”

      He stood again and turned to her. “No, it was me actually being a dick and making a call when you were sleeping, ’cause, you see, Kristy, I live alone so I’m not used to having a woman sleeping beside me in bed. Especially that woman bein’ you, since I only met you tonight, so I didn’t think, and I should have because that was a dick move. But me waking you up and you not sayin’, ‘Who was that, baby?’ Then saying, ‘It’s sweet you called your mom to celebrate the news, but next time, do you mind not doin’ it in bed when I’m sleeping? I’m a light sleeper.’ Instead, you give me shit like I’m phonin’ some other woman when I’m with you, that’s what put us here.”

      “Thanks for the lesson in consideration, Toby. Next time a guy’s an asshole, I’ll be all sweet instead of just pointing out he’s an asshole.”

      “What I’m saying, Kristy, is a man might not know he’s bein’ an asshole, or you think he’s bein’ an asshole, so maybe bein’ a modicum of cool in pointing it out, he’d learn the way with you and not do it again.”

      She snapped her mouth shut.

      She opened it to clip out, “I’ll call a friend to give me a ride.”

      “Takin’ you home,” he murmured, turning back to sit on the bed and pull on his boots.

      “Don’t do me any favors.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” he muttered, and pulled on his boots.

      When he got up, he found she was dressed.

      He also saw by the look on her face she was in a different mood.

      “You know, you want me to cut you some slack in being a dick, maybe you should do the same. I mean, I did just wake up, Toby.”

      Yeah.

      After ten minutes.

      Jesus.

      She gave him that, he gave it back to her.

      “And then you called me a dick and gave me shit about eating your pussy and kicking you out of my bed. I’d give you a blow by blow, but it just happened, and you were there. You think when we got zero foundation but a couple of orgasms, after all that ugly we can resurrect something that hadn’t even gotten off the ground?”

      “Probably not,” she mumbled.

      Definitely not.

      He moved to the bedroom door.

      He was at it when she called, “You know…”

      Toby turned to see she was still standing at the side of the bed, the only move she’d made was to shift around to face him at the door.

      “…I get it,” she finished.

      He beat back a sigh and asked, “You get what?”

      “You want the sweet ones. All guys want the sweet ones who are all understanding, even when they’re being jerks, and don’t point out you let them go down on you, much less fuck you, twice, and that means there’s been a connection. You can’t handle it being real. They say girls want the fairytale. But boys want it more and they have the power, so a girl has to twist herself into that fantasy to land a guy.”

      “No, Kristy, that isn’t how it is,” he returned. “Maybe for some guys, but not me.”

      “And you’re not taking me home right now because I wasn’t how you wanted me to be?”

      “Yeah, I’m takin’ you home right now because you weren’t how I might want you to be. But this is the gig, babe. You give your shit to me, you don’t cool it and attempt to handle the situation, not only might I have a lifetime of that if I eat it now, that’s what you’d give our kids, if we got that far.”

      Her head jerked and her eyes got big.

      But Toby kept talking.

      “And that isn’t okay. I actually don’t want a sweet one. I want one who’ll give as good as she gets, stick up for herself, stick up for me, and stick up for the babies we make. And when shit goes off the rails, and I admit I’ve been a dick, what I don’t want is her to shut her mouth and not admit she’s been a bitch, so we can take it from there. That’s what I don’t want, Kristy.”

      “Okay, I’ve been a bitch,” she admitted.

      “And what do I do with that?” he asked.

      She again threw up both hands. “You just told me to admit it.”

      Now he was curious.

      “Why are you fighting for this?”

      “Well, duh,” she said. “Because you’re all kinds of hot and insanely good in bed.”

      He shook his head.

      “Oh please,” she drawled. “Don’t act like I’m not right here because you didn’t like the looks of me and wanted to get in my pants, but instead you liked my smile, or some shit, and I made you laugh.”

      She had not, he just realized, made him laugh.

      With her looks, ass, legs and come on, she’d made him fight getting hard.

      That was why she was there.

      And now Tobe was beginning to realize where he’d gone wrong from his very first girlfriend, the one he’d asked to “go with me” at fourteen to the woman standing in front of him right now.

      She wasn’t finished.

      “The ones who look like you don’t go for some fat bitch who cooks good and worships the ground they walk on. The ones who look like you go for ones that look like him, gorgeous, and they still worship the ground he walks on.”

      “Yeah, I totally want my woman to worship the ground I walk on,” he shared.

      “See,” she retorted.

      “And she’ll do that because I’d die for her.”

      Kristy again shut her mouth and her eyes got big.

      “She has to have that fire for me too, babe,” he told her. “And yeah, she’ll probably be gorgeous because I’ll want that fire for her when I’m eating her pussy. But this,” he indicated the room with a tilt of his head, “this is just a pain in my ass.”

      Her voice was small when she shared, “I heard you tell your mom you’re moving to Nashville and it wouldn’t be good to meet a woman now and drag her there.”

      And it comes out.

      Why didn’t she lead with that?

      Why hit him with a load of shit when she was clearly more into him than he knew and wanted him to be into her?

      “I was just messing with her, though I wouldn’t mind heading to Nashville. That’s not the point. You’ve got no idea my relationship with Margot or my plans for the future, immediate or otherwise. But just to say, if I’m willing to die for a woman, Kristy, when I meet her, it goes without saying I’d be willing to stick. And if I feel I gotta bounce, I’ll be willing to put the effort into talking her into coming with me,” he explained, what he considered unnecessarily.

      “And obviously I’m not that girl.”

      Was she out of her mind?

      Toby didn’t field that one.

      She read his silence correctly.

      “Right. Great. Just sayin’, not in the mood to spend more time with you. So I’m gonna call a taxi,” she snapped.

      “Maybe that’s a good idea.”

      She strolled his way, going all out with the sway of her hips to the point he worried she’d take herself off balance.

      “Good luck finding your fantasy girl,” she bid acidly.

      “Thanks,” he muttered, getting out of her way.

      He let her pass him but followed her out.

      He didn’t lock his front door when she slammed it behind her.

      But he did look out his window to watch her dig her phone out of her bag and bend her head to it.

      And he kept watching as she stood out there until a taxi pulled up.

      He didn’t go for the door to walk out with her and pay for the damn taxi when she turned to him and flipped him off through the window, mouthing, Fuck you, dick.

      Toby sighed again.

      Yeah, he could pick them.

      He still continued to watch until she folded into the taxi and it took off.

      She’d get safe home.

      So Toby stopped watching and went to lock the door.

      He went back to his bedroom thinking that it was going to be just him and his fist for a good long while after that.

      After he got undressed and stretched out under the covers, Kristy was already barely a memory.

      All the ones who came before, who acted like bitches or nagged incessantly, or decided he was going to marry them before he even knew their middle names or how they took their coffee, were memories.

      Tobias Gamble was not going to be his father.

      He was not going to pick the wrong one and end up broken in a way no woman—or no child, not even his own blood—could fix.

      She was going to be just right.

      She was going to love the children they made more than anything in the world.

      She was going to worship the ground he walked on.

      And she was going to be so spectacular, he’d be willing to die for her without even a blink of an eye to think.

      So yeah, Kristy was a memory.

      And therefore, Toby had no problem getting back to sleep.
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      Four Years Later…

      

      Toby pulled up to the house in his old red Chevy truck with the silver panels.

      The house was cute-as-fuck, totally the place where whoever the new woman his brother was seeing, after Shandra got done grinding him to ash, would live.

      But Toby didn’t have a mind to the house.

      Toby didn’t even have a mind to the fact this was the first time he’d seen his brother in months, since he hadn’t been back to Matlock in months.

      He didn’t have a mind to any of this seeing as there was clearly a drama playing out beside that cute-as-fuck house.

      A drama Johnny was involved in.

      Johnny and some strung-out-looking dude, some huge black dude, and two of the prettiest women Toby had ever seen in his life.

      Yeah, one of those women was Johnny’s new girl.

      And that figured.

      House cute as fuck.

      Women pretty as hell.

      Toby got out of his truck and saw Johnny give him a short shake of his head before Tobe began to make a slow approach.

      The strung-out dude was speaking.

      “You know I’ve been lookin’ for gigs,” the dude announced.

      “I’m not sure how you’ll find gigs camped out on the couch with a six pack or humping some chick in my bed,” the blonde woman (or one of the two) with all the hair, fantastic ass, long legs and clear attitude replied.

      Right.

      That probably wasn’t Johnny’s girl.

      Though she was the prettier one.

      Christ.

      Coming closer, Tobe saw she was gorgeous.

      “Addie, don’t lay this shit on me,” the dude returned. “You haven’t been giving it up for months.”

      “That’s because I’m tired, Perry,” she shot back. “I’m exhausted. I’m a single mother of a baby boy with a deadbeat dad who lives with me.”

      Great.

      Just fucking fabulous.

      This strung-out dude was her dude.

      “I love my kid,” the Perry guy hurled back.

      “He’s a toy, like I was a toy before I wasn’t shiny and new anymore and life became a drag. But you didn’t give me away, you tossed me aside and looked for a new toy just like I know you’ll do with Brooklyn when he’s not fun anymore,” the gorgeous chick called Addie replied.

      Toby saw Johnny turn his head and watch his approach.

      Toby lifted his eyebrows toward his brother.

      Johnny gave him another short jerk of his head and again looked at Addie.

      “That’s not true, baby.” Perry was now trying to wheedle. “I love you. I love Brooklyn. You know that. It’s just been tough since the band broke up and—”

      “God, spare me,” Addie drawled bitingly. “You’re such a cliché and I’m such a moron for falling for it.”

      “We got it good, we just gotta get that back,” Perry said.

      “You had it good, because you had someone paying your bills and doing all the grunt work taking care of your son so he’s nice and clean and fed when you feel like playing with him. I didn’t have it good. And even after sharing this about seven million times, it didn’t sink in that you might wanna give your wife and son better. I know this because nothing changed. I also know this because I walked in on you fucking another woman.”

      What was happening sunk in.

      That beautiful woman had a baby with this asshole guy.

      They were married.

      And this fuckwad cheated on her.

      She’d seen him do it.

      Shit.

      “I’ll get in another band soon and then—” the asshole guy started.

      “Do not try to feed me that again, Perry. I believed it two years ago. Do you honestly think I’ll believe it now?”

      “So, right,” Perry bit out, not trying it on anymore. He was again pissed. “Now you get to make the decision we’re done then you clean out the apartment and the bank accounts and take off?”

      “You cheated on me and we were done so I moved, Perry. I took my stuff. I left yours. That stuff that’s mine includes what’s in the bank accounts since every penny in them I earned,” Addie explained.

      Toby could not believe this moron had cheated on her.

      Jesus.

      Was the man blind?

      “When I got back after you split, there was nothing in the place but my clothes,” the moron retorted.

      “Which is what you brought to our marriage and all you contributed to our marriage, so that’s all you’ll get out of it.”

      “It took me a week to get up here because I had to raise the cash for gas since you took it all and canceled our credit cards,” Perry complained.

      “My credit cards,” she fired back. “Your name was on them. I paid them.”

      Man, this woman had some serious sass.

      And she was laying his ass out.

      It would be really fucking righteous, if what was happening didn’t suck.

      Perry raised his hand quickly to his forehead, slamming his fingers against it and then sending his hand flying out, and Toby braced to lock things down because if this dude was stupid enough to cheat on his beautiful wife with all her righteous attitude, he’d be stupid enough to do something even more dickish to her surrounded by three men.

      The asshole made this irate move, stating, “Can you not see how totally fucked up it is, some bitch cleans out an apartment and takes a man’s kid then takes off without even a fuckin’ note?”

      Toby found himself swallowing a growl that the man had called her a bitch.

      “You were inside her,” Addie whispered.

      At that, precisely the way she said it, Toby’s focus locked on her, and like it had a mind of its own, his body moved nearer to hers.

      “Baby, can we please talk about this without an audience?” Perry begged.

      “She looked at me. You looked at me. You looked right in my eyes when you were connected to another woman,” Addie said, her voice dripping with hurt.

      “I tried to come after you.”

      “With your dick wet from another woman.”

      The moron went silent.

      Toby still didn’t look at him.

      His attention was riveted to her.

      How could she be even more beautiful showing her pain?

      “This is how this is going to go,” she said softly. “I’m moving up here. I got a job in the grocery store. I start on Monday. I’ve already contacted an attorney. She’s started divorce proceedings. You will pay child support. You will take financial responsibility for the child you very enjoyably had a hand in creating. We’ll see what part of his life you’ll play, but that will be up to me. But he’ll be up here with me and Izzy. And you’ll be down there with your broken promises and your ridiculous dreams.”

      “My dreams aren’t ridiculous,” Perry clipped out, clearly insulted by that, and not all the shit she’d been saying about him being a dick of a partner, a cheat, and shit at being a dad.

      The selfish ass.

      “You wanna be the lead singer of a rock ’n’ roll band and no, that’s not ridiculous. The ridiculous part is you think that’ll happen sitting on a couch, drinking beer,” Addie told him.

      “You’re not going to take my son from me,” he threatened.

      “Too late, I already did. But just saying, Perry, you never actually had him because you never actually claimed him.”

      “We’ll see how this goes,” he snarled.

      It was then Toby tensed when Addie got in his space.

      “I know how it’ll go so listen up,” she hissed. “I’ll work until I drop to fight for what’s right for my son. I’ll sell my body if I need to, to give him not only what he needs but even just a little bit of what he wants. And I’ll bleed my last drop before I let you fuck him up. You know me, Perry,” she stressed. “You know what makes me. You know every word I say is true. And you know you don’t have what it takes to fight that. I’ll do whatever it takes to beat you, to give my son what he deserves. I was taught how, day in and day out by my mother, so I know the way. And I’ll take it if you make me, and I’ll die knowing I gave my boy happy.”

      Toby felt something he hadn’t felt in years slide into his stomach as he stared at her while she said these words.

      But even at its strongest in the past, it had never burned as deep as it did right then.

      “You’re gonna have to fight it,” Perry hurled at her.

      “Only because you’re intent on proving how big of an asshole you are and you’re gonna make me,” she returned.

      That asshole glared at his wife. He then glared at the other blonde, Johnny, and the African American guy before he turned and stutter-stepped when he saw Toby. He recovered quickly and started to stalk off.

      “Just to let you know,” Addie called after him. “My attorney already has three appointments to get sworn affidavits next week. And that bitch you were banging while my son was in the next room got served a subpoena, so she’s one of them.”

      She didn’t even know his name, but Toby wanted to bump fists with her for being so fucking badass.

      That or kiss her.

      At that juncture, the second option was seriously inappropriate.

      But that didn’t mean he didn’t want to do it.

      “Kiss my ass, Addie,” Perry yelled, not breaking stride.

      “The time you get that from me, baby, is long gone,” she returned in a loud drawl.

      Only then did Toby wrench his eyes from her so he could watch her hopefully soon-to-be-official ex slam into his car, make it roar and then reverse and peel out in a shower of gravel and a cloud of dust.

      Toby twisted back when the other blonde started carefully, “Addie—”

      But Addie turned and raced down the side of the house, disappearing at the back.

      The second woman raced after her.

      Toby felt his brother’s eyes and tore his away from the area where the women had disappeared, doing this fighting running after them, and put them to Johnny.

      “Welcome home, brother,” Johnny said.

      God.

      Johnny.

      Toby felt lips hitch.

      “I’m Johnny,” Johnny said to the black dude.

      Say what?

      They didn’t know each other?

      “Charlie,” the guy replied, lifting his hand Johnny’s way.

      Johnny shook it, let go and introduced, “This is my brother, Toby.”

      “Toby,” Charlie said, offering his hand to Toby.

      “Charlie,” Toby replied, taking it.

      When they were done shaking, all three men hesitated, then when Johnny started down the side of the house, Toby and Charlie trailed with Ranger, Johnny’s dog, walking with them.

      So rumor in town was true.

      Shandra, Johnny’s ex-bitch who destroyed him was back in Matlock, because there was Ranger. The dog he’d given her to look after her after she’d kicked his brother in the teeth (this being about a nanosecond (slight exaggeration) after their father died) and took off.

      But Ranger was here.

      With two blondes and a cute-as-fuck house with ugly drama playing out in the side yard.

      Jesus.

      So Johnny walks his ass into that kind of drama, setting himself right up to be the hero, which Tobe so totally knew Johnny would wait about an hour to do.

      And when Toby had tried to intervene with some chick whose brother had some medical bills she was trying to help pay, she decided he was her prince charming. She then rented some hall for their reception when he had no intention of buying her a ring. And when he tells her that last, even though he goes gentle, she loses her mind about losing her deposit and takes off in his truck.

      Johnny found the righteous blondes who’d go to the mat to take care of their kids.

      Toby found the nutcases.

      Good to know things didn’t change.

      They walked in the back door hearing Addie saying, “No, Iz. Just put the queso under the broiler and let’s get this party started.”

      But her eyes hit Toby’s brother when he entered then they went behind him after Johnny cleared the door, and Tobe and Charlie crowded with him into the small kitchen.

      She was holding an adorable baby tight to her and hovering in a corner of the kitchen like the two women in it had her caged in (the blonde, clearly Eliza, who everyone in town was talking about being the girl who mended Johnny Gamble’s broken heart) and an African American woman, who probably belonged to Charlie.

      Though, to Toby, they seemed to be giving her space.

      It was then Addie said, “Great. As if that drama being played out in front of Clubber McHotterson,” she indicated Charlie with a flick of a hand, “and Magnus McHotterson,” she indicated Johnny with a jerk of her head, “wasn’t bad enough, now we got Talon McHotterson here to enjoy the show.”

      All the drama with that dickhead outside and she was cracking jokes.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Toby again couldn’t take his eyes off her.

      “Maybe we should go upstairs and talk, baby girl,” the black lady said softly.

      “About what?” Addie asked. “About how Johnny’s changed more of Brooklyn’s diapers after knowing him for a week than his father has after knowing him seven months?”

      Yeah.

      That was Johnny.

      And it just sunk in that her kid was called Brooklyn.

      Kickass name.

      “Doll, how about you let Johnny and Charlie look after Brooks and we girls get a bottle of wine and—?” Eliza tried.

      “I saw you two,” Addie said, her voice hoarse, and Toby, already alert to everything about her, went more so. “In the stable. I saw Johnny doing you against the wall.”

      Well, shit.

      That he did not have to hear.

      “Oh Lord,” the black woman mumbled.

      “Shit,” Charlie muttered.

      “Hell,” Toby murmured.

      “He never gave me that, what you two had in that moment,” Addie told the woman who had to be her sister, they looked so much alike. “I could have walked right up to you and neither of you would have seen me. I didn’t exist, nothing existed. Nothing but him for you and you for him. He never gave me that, Iz. How did I never see that?”

      That made Toby look to his brother.

      With relief.

      Shandra had torn him apart.

      Apparently, town talk was right, and this Eliza had put him back together.

      His brother had that. And Tobe was glad he did.

      And he was glad even thinking he wanted the same.

      His eyes moved back to Addie as Eliza whispered, “Addie, sweetie.”

      “He gave me this.” She cuddled Brooks closer. “That’s all he ever gave me. But he gave it to me getting himself an orgasm and honest to God, that was all he was thinking about.”

      “Addie, please, baby, let’s go upstairs,” her sister coaxed.

      Addie reared her head like a stubborn mare, and it was inappropriate as hell in that moment, but that didn’t change the fact that move was hot, before she snapped, “No. This is a party. We’re having a party.”

      She forged past her sister, Johnny, straight to the door where Toby was standing.

      Yeah.

      Totally gorgeous.

      But holding that baby and doing everything in her power not to fly apart…

      The most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

      “Out of the way, Talon,” she ordered.

      “Name’s Toby,” he replied gently, but he didn’t move.

      Her head jerked back, and her tortured blue eyes caught his.

      Christ, yeah.

      Spectacular.

      “You’re his brother, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “Yeah, darlin’,” he replied.

      “Of course. You’re perfect, so of course. You’re probably taken too, aren’t you?”

      If he was taken, which he wasn’t, he wouldn’t be in about half an hour.

      Fortunately, he wasn’t.

      “I—” he started to tell her that.

      “Not for me,” she cut him off. “Man like you. Man like Johnny. Man like Charlie. Not for me.”

      Right.

      She’d been holding it together.

      But he sensed she was about to fall apart.

      “Honey,” Toby whispered. “How ’bout we get you—?”

      She tossed her hair and looked over her shoulder at her sister. “I did it, Iz. I did it. What I swore to myself I’d never do. Not the same, but a version. I found Dad. I found a man who was good for nothin’ except to break my heart.”

      And that was when her face melted, and she started to go down.

      “Tobe,” Johnny growled, on the move.

      But Toby was all over it.

      He caught her in his arms and sank down to the floor with her. Addie’s ass hit his inner thigh with Toby’s leg at a bad angle and that didn’t feel too hot.

      He winced, but ignored it, putting his arms around her and tucking her and her kid close to his chest.

      She shoved her face in his neck and started sobbing.

      All he could think was she felt good, especially her hair against his skin, so fucking soft.

      Also, she smelled great.

      Her baby started fretting.

      Right.

      Time to get her to a safe place.

      Toby lifted his gaze to her sister. “Where you want her, babe?”

      “My bedroom,” she whispered. “Upstairs. I’ll show you the way.”

      Toby nodded, got his feet under him and with great care lifted Addie and her baby cradled safe in his arms, walking behind the sister as she hurried into a hall.

      He walked them up the stairs as Addie cried in his neck.

      And he walked her down the hall into a bedroom where he placed her in the bed while she kept crying in his neck.

      Eliza moved in the minute she was in bed, so Toby took a step back.

      Another step.

      Then he stopped and watched.

      Eliza soothed Addie, and with the two sisters’ heads so close, Toby thought another man might not be able to tell their hair apart.

      But he could.

      Already.

      Because Jesus Christ, fuck…shit…

      He’d fallen in love.

      Fallen in love with a spitfire with a baby and a cheat of an asshole husband she was trying to make her ex…

      A spitfire who just happened to be the sister of his brother’s new woman.

      Something Toby could not fuck with.

      Johnny, who had retreated from life when the love of his had torn his heart from his chest, was back. Healed. Moving on with a pretty woman with a cute-as-fuck house who obviously loved her sister, and who his brother connected with so much, someone had seen him fucking his girl and he hadn’t even noticed.

      So yeah.

      Toby could not fuck with this.

      And again yeah.

      To put it simply…

      Fuck.

      On that thought, reluctantly, Toby walked out.
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      Seven Months Later…

      

      Brooklyn and me rolled up to the house in the dark.

      But even in the dark, I could see someone had showed after the light fall of snow we’d had that afternoon in order to brush it off the steps.

      It wasn’t even half an inch.

      But while I was working at the store and Brooks was in daycare, either Johnny, Dave or Toby had come to make sure I could get from the car to the door without incident, even if, through a quarter inch of light, fluffy snow, there would be no incident.

      I shook my head, putting my little yellow Ford Focus in park, switching it off and saying to my thirteen-month-old, “Looks like we don’t have to brave a dusting of fluff, baby boy. So much for our evening’s adventure.”

      “Mama, Dada, Dodo, baba,” Brooks replied, banging his chubby hands and legs against his car seat.

      This was his favorite time of the day, coming home to Dapper Dan, the floppy-eared ridgeback mix Toby had rescued and given us a few months ago.

      I was a woman who put a lot into the back of my mind to sort out later. This happened because this was me, and it happened more now because I was the single mother of a thirteen-month-old precious baby boy and I had a lot of other stuff to think about.

      Though I was a woman who took it out and sorted it later.

      But Tobias Gamble was something I put in the back of my mind in a way I wasn’t going to sort it out later.

      He was my sister’s fiancé’s brother.

      He had become a friend.

      Due to the way the Gamble men were, as well as nearly everyone in Matlock, Kentucky, most especially after what had happened with Brooks, he felt it was his duty to look out for me.

      And seeing as I’d be family by marriage come next August, for the Gamble men as they were, I just came with the territory.

      Yep.

      That would be nope.

      Not thinking about Toby.

      Push him right to the back of my mind.

      I did that, got out and started the drill.

      Get my son out of his seat in the back of the car and get us inside the house.

      Let Dapper Dan out after giving him a few pets and letting Brooklyn squeal at him.

      Hit the thermostat and jack it up from the fifty-eight I set it to during the day to save on utilities, to sixty-nine (the temperature I picked because I thought it was funny, but it still wouldn’t give me high heating bills) so my kid and I didn’t freeze.

      Put Brooks in his playpen and dump my purse so I could go back out and grab the five bags of groceries I’d got from work before picking up my kid.

      Cart those in, put away frozen stuff and perishables, go back to the front door to Izzy’s metal mailbox at its side, the box with the hummingbird and flowers stamped in it, to get the mail.

      Thank the town of Matlock for having a postal service, which even outside the city limits had postal workers who drove up to your house, walked up to your porch, and delivered your mail so I didn’t have to walk the thirty yards to the road to get my mail when my kid was alone in the house in a playpen, or drag him out there with me in the cold.

      Call Dapper Dan, who, after doing his business and checking out the dusting of snow, rushed inside to be with his people.

      Close the door, lock up, throw the post on the little bench at the side of the hall with its blue and white striped padded seat and take off my coat and hat to hang the coat on one of the hooks and shove my hat in one of the cubbies of the shelf above it.

      Give Dapper Dan a proper “hey boy, missed you” rubdown.

      Go into the living room and get my kid out of his coat, hat and gloves so he didn’t roast now that the furnace was heating up the house.

      Put Brooks’s stuff away then take him with me to the kitchen to put him in his highchair, with enough toys he had plenty of choice of what to bang on the tray and toss on the ground.

      Give Dapper Dan his evening kibble and freshen up his water.

      Retrieve toys from the floor and give them back to my son.

      Put groceries away.

      Retrieve toys from the floor again and give them to my son.

      Put a bib on Brooks, leave him with some crackers and start on his dinner.

      Monitor him eating while making myself a sandwich, consuming said sandwich, going back to the hall to get the mail, opening the mail, then setting it aside and deciding to put the amounts owed on the utility bills into the back of my mind until I was ready to deal with them.

      Clean up my kid’s face, hands and the tray on the highchair, unsnap the bib and take him out of his chair to put him on the floor to motor around, with Dapper Dan keeping an eye on him while I took the bib to the laundry room.

      Come back to the kitchen and clean up after my sandwich while keeping track of my son and my dog so they didn’t get each other into trouble, as they’d become apt to do.

      Notice through the window over the kitchen sink that it had started snowing again.

      And then taking a detour of the night’s planned activities. Thus not giving my boy some time with his dog and going to the laundry room to fold the load I’d put in the dryer that morning and put a load into the washer for that evening before giving my baby a bath and getting him ready for bed.

      Instead, I again trussed myself and my son in our jackets, gloves and hats and walked out the front door with Dapper Dan dancing around us.

      Then I stood in the front drive with my son held to my chest in both my arms.

      “Snow,” I told him as it drifted light all around us.

      Brooklyn stared in my face, put a hand to my cheek and giggled.

      I smiled at my beautiful bundle, held him tight and tipped my head back to the heavens.

      The clouds obscured the stars, diffused the moonlight, but the soft fall of flakes was crazy amazing.

      They touched my forehead, my cheeks, my chin, a barely-there trace of cold before it disappeared.

      That was life.

      That was each and every experience.

      That was what I had of my son before he’d be driving, dating, off to college or to live his life.

      Every instant was a trace.

      And then it was gone.

      So when it snowed, instead of going through the motions to get him settled down and ready for bed, I had to take him out, hold him tight, and even though he’d never remember this, I would. And I’d treasure standing there and holding my baby close in the gently falling snow.

      That was something my mom would do.

      That was something my mom had done.

      Countless times, she’d taken me and Eliza out in the snow, or the rain, and we’d accept God’s offering, His simple gifts of pure beauty just as they were meant to be.

      I opened my mouth.

      Brooks giggled.

      I felt a flake melt on my tongue, and having taken my offering, I closed my mouth and looked at my boy.

      “Mama,” he said.

      I hoped I never forgot that.

      I had hoped it every time I got it from the first time.

      That trace.

      My thirteen-month-old baby boy saying my name.

      “Yes, baby, isn’t the snow gorgeous?” I let him go with one arm and pointed up to the sky. “Look, Brooks. There’s nothing like snow in the moonlight.”

      He didn’t look.

      He pitched down, reached his arms out and called, “Dada.”

      He wanted to play with Dapper Dan.

      Okay.

      If that’s what Brooklyn wanted, that was what he was going to get.

      So I took him inside, unwrapped him, put him on the floor in the family room, went back to the hall, unwrapped myself, locked the door and went back to the family room to hang with my kid and my dog for a few minutes before bath time.
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      “We’ll be there, what do you want us to bring?” Deanna asked.

      It was an hour and a half later.

      Brooklyn was asleep in his crib upstairs.

      I was in the little laundry room downstairs, moving laundry from washer to dryer, with Dapper Dan doing his bit by snoozing flat out on his side with his head hidden under the open dryer door.

      Since it was the week after Thanksgiving, earlier I’d texted the group string, that group being the Usual Suspects, with an invite for Sunday to come over and decorate for Christmas.

      The Usual Suspects, by the way, included my sister Eliza (or Izzy), her man Johnny, her friends who were my friends too, Deanna and her husband Charlie, Johnny’s people (the man and woman who helped raise him and his brother Toby when their mom took off), Margot and Dave…

      And Toby.

      Even if I wanted to (and I wanted to), I could not let pride stand in the way of Deanna’s offering, or the ones that had also come via text from Margot and Izzy.

      I could not put on a spread for my peeps after I invited them over to start the year’s holiday cheer.

      I couldn’t afford it.

      I was living in Izzy’s house and paying her mortgage now that she was moved in with Johnny at the mill.

      Izzy made way more than me and could afford that mortgage.

      It was crippling me.

      I did not share this with my sister.

      It probably wouldn’t be so bad if Brooks’s daycare wasn’t so much. But there was one whole daycare center in Matlock. It was clean and fun and nice and the staff was awesome. He loved it there.

      But the bottom line was, I had no choice. I had to work and someone had to look after my kid when I did.

      It also probably wouldn’t be so bad if I didn’t owe Johnny for the attorney’s fees he’d paid so I could get my divorce.

      But I did, and I didn’t share with him either that even the very low monthly payment we’d set for me to pay it back was breaking me.

      And it probably wouldn’t be so bad if Perry, my ex-husband, paid the child support the court had ordered him to pay.

      That support wasn’t so much. It certainly wasn’t totally crippling.

      Though for Perry, who had an aversion to working, it was.

      But it would help. It’d pay the utilities, car payment and insurance and some food.

      That would leave me with mortgage, clothes, gas, internet, daycare and the rest of the food.

      But at least I wouldn’t have to worry about heat, water, sewage, trash collection, electricity and God forbid, if something happened to my car.

      I had no idea what Perry was doing. If he was working. Actually anything about him.

      What I knew was he didn’t send child support and he didn’t show the one weekend a month he got to see Brooks. He’d done both for a couple of months after the decree was finalized, and then nothing.

      What I also knew was how to handle this.

      Throughout my life, my mom had shown me the way.

      I had internet, but I didn’t have cable because I didn’t have time to watch TV and anyway, TV was a luxury. I also didn’t have a house phone because I had a cell phone and I didn’t need two phones. I jacked the heat down when we weren’t in the house. I did not have lights on in any room but the one we were in. I did not do laundry unless I had a full load. I clipped coupons. I bought off-brand, discounted and in bulk when I could. I took overtime when it was offered, any time it was offered, no matter if I had to do it when the daycare was closed and lean on Izzy, Margot, sometimes Deanna, and even Toby on occasion to look after my baby while I worked. I got mine and Brooks’s clothes at garage sales.

      I did not buy myself fancy coffees.

      I did not stream movies.

      I did not download music.

      And when summer rolled around again, I’d plant a garden to get my veggies and herbs, and the ones we didn’t eat, I’d can and dry those mothers to help me get through the winter.

      Daphne Forrester, my bodacious mom, the goddess of everything, had shown me the way.

      We’d lived that every day since she saved the three of us from my dad when we were little.

      I knew the drill.

      And it included having the people you cared about around when you decorated your house for Christmas using the secondhand stuff you’d scored at a fantastic estate sale the year before when your son was only a couple of months old and your husband had already taken a mental hike from your marriage. You did this even if your kid wouldn’t remember the get-together you threw. And you made it a good one.

      You also made it a potluck.

      “Margot’s gonna roast a couple of chickens and Iz is gonna make a dessert. So whatever you wanna add to that, it’d be awesome,” I told Deanna.

      “I’ll do some hors d’oeuvre thing,” Deanna told me.

      Fantastic.

      That left potatoes, veg and rolls to me and that was the cheap stuff.

      And some hors d’oeuvre thing would make it a real celebration.

      I didn’t think about the booze because they’d all bring whatever they wanted to drink without me asking and bring something for me as a hostess gift besides.

      And Toby would stock me up. He’d cart in enough beer and wine to sous up a party of twenty and he wouldn’t hear of taking it with him when he left.

      God’s honest truth?

      This stung.

      I hated it.

      It was embarrassing.

      But I shoved it in the back of my mind.

      You could not be a single mother and go all out to give your kid goodness and love and have pride.

      Mom had taught me that too.

      And my mom had had no one. There wasn’t anybody to help out when she did overtime or was scheduled for a late shift or had to work a weekend.

      And she’d still given us nothing but goodness, love and beauty.

      So I knew how to give it to my son.

      No matter what it cost me.

      “So, is Toby coming?” Deanna asked as I folded one of Brooks’s onesies.

      “He hasn’t texted, but probably,” I answered.

      “Mm,” she hummed over the phone.

      Uh-oh.

      Okay, we couldn’t do this.

      The only other person who was out there, open and honest, and didn’t have a problem sharing what was on her mind more than me was Deanna.

      And, of course, Margot.

      Iz mulled things over, then she shared.

      I could be that way too.

      But mostly I was out there.

      Not about Toby.

      And even though I hoped I was good at hiding my feelings for Toby from Toby, women sniffed that kind of shit out faster than snot.

      But it went without saying I wasn’t in the mood, nor ever would be in the mood, to discuss my one-sided feelings about Toby with anybody, not even a chick as awesome as Deanna.

      “Anyway, I’m folding laundry,” I said to my phone that was lying on top of the dryer, on speaker. “Then I have to get down to making some cards for Macy.”

      This was new, and it was awesome, seeing as I’d made a birthday card for a co-worker, she’d thought it was the shit, and she was tight with Macy of Macy’s Flower Shop. Macy had been at her house, seen the card, asked about it, then she’d come right up to me at my register at the grocery store to ask if I’d do some notecards for her flower deliveries and also told me she’d stock some special occasion greeting cards to sell in her store.

      I did not tell her I used scraps and bits and castoffs I found at yard sales, garage sales and in craft store bargain bins.

      Mom had taught me to make cards like Mom had taught me and Izzy how to do everything.

      On the cheap.

      I took to it immediately. It was my thing. I was good at it. It was an outlet for me, the only creative one I had. I could spend hours making cards with the bits and pieces I had, and it’d feel like minutes.

      Macy marked that stuff up huge, as a luxury add-on for her deliveries and had the cards displayed in her store, and it shocked the crap out of me they sold like hotcakes.

      It was only a little extra and it wasn’t like it paid the water bill. But it had filled the tank of the car. Twice.

      But since I made way more money selling them to Macy than it cost me in materials, and I didn’t care about the time it took because I had no TV and that’s what I did when Brooklyn was asleep, I’d take it.

      “I should get some of your cards. I’ve got some birthdays coming up. And it might put Charlie’s mother in a good mood if I sent her a special Christmas card,” Deanna replied. “But if I do that, I gotta do it for my momma too. And my sister. So I’ll order up three special Christmas cards and send you an email about the birthday ones.”

      This was probably an act of pity couched vaguely in kindness.

      I didn’t care.

      I’d maybe make twenty or thirty dollars.

      Another tank of gas.

      And I’d take that too.

      “I’ll get on them tonight,” I told her, matching some of Brooklyn’s socks.

      “Right then. But before I let you go, with Christmas around the corner, and this going on now for months, it’s high time we had a chat about what you’re gonna be doing about Toby.”

      I stopped matching socks.

      There it was.

      Deanna was open and out there and totally did not beat around the bush.

      Hell.

      “You know that storm is gonna blow, baby girl,” she told me confusingly. “Might as well have it blow soon, before the holidays, so we can all have a good one without that hanging over our heads.”

      Now I was staring at my son’s socks not seeing them.

      The storm was gonna blow?

      What storm?

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “You two just gotta get together. Johnny won’t like it, but he’ll deal. And if it doesn’t work out, we’re all adults, including you and Toby, we’ll all deal.”

      Now I was holding on to the edge of the dryer and staring at my son’s socks, not seeing them.

      “What are you talking about?” I repeated in a whisper.

      Deanna was quiet a second before she replied, “What do you mean, what am I talking about?”

      “I mean, what are you talking about?” I reiterated with some significant stress on the significant words.

      Deanna was quiet for a lot longer than a second before she queried, “You know he’s into you, right?”

      No, he was not.

      That was what I knew.

      “He’s just a good guy,” I replied. “Both the Gamble men are good guys.”

      “You’re right about that,” Deanna agreed. “Though one is a good guy who’s gonna marry Izzy and one’s a good guy who’s into you.”

      “Deanna, he’s not,” I disagreed.

      “Addie, he is. Haven’t you noticed?”

      “I’ve noticed I’ve been adopted as like…a member of the family.”

      “A member of the family whose pants Toby Gamble wants to get his hands down.”

      Oh my God.

      I wished.

      No, no, no.

      I could not wish that.

      Shit!

      “That’s just not true.”

      “I don’t believe I’m hearing this,” she said quietly.

      “His brother is marrying my sister,” I pointed out.

      “Yeah, and I get that might give both of you pause before starting something. But you’re good people, he’s good people, and—”

      I cut her off. “I see you think differently, Deanna, but that wall is up. Toby put it up. Honestly, when I met him, outside that meeting being exceedingly humiliating, I was absolutely not in a place I was gonna take up with another guy, that other guy being the mess that might come of him being my sister’s boyfriend’s brother or not. But since then, it’s been friends only. Little sister stuff. Hang. Have a laugh. Do family things together. Get the hell gone the minute anyone else isn’t around.”

      “Yeah, that’s because he wants to get his hands down your pants and he’s not real big on what Johnny would think if he did, so he’s removing himself from the temptation.”

      Oh my God.

      I wished.

      But for once, Deanna had something wrong.

      It was actually a shock. She was a wise woman, intuitive, observant.

      But this one she had not read right.

      “No,” I retorted. “Because I overheard him talking to his friend Bryce on the phone, and when Bryce mentioned me, he’d said yes, he thought I was hot. He’d then shared he was never gonna go there, not just because I was Johnny’s woman’s sister but because I was baggage. He avoided baggage, especially since he was probably not going to hang around Matlock. He then went on to say he liked me. I was awesome. And did Bryce want Toby to fix me up with him. Bryce apparently was feeling him out because about half an hour later, Toby asked if I was in for him fixing me up with his buddy Bryce.”

      This had happened.

      And now, with it out, unable to keep it firm where it should be in the back of my head, I had to think about it.

      Think about how earth-shattering that had been.

      Think about how I’d been right that first time I met Toby. The first time I’d seen that top-to-toe perfection. That thick black hair slicked back from a widow’s peak. His long black beard. His tall, lean body with its broad shoulders and narrow hips and loose-limbed grace. The compassion in his crow-black eyes as he stared down at me after I’d endured yet another blow from the man I’d foolishly selected to be my husband.

      The blow that everyone got to watch land and crush me.

      Including Toby.

      But now it was out, I had to think about how I knew a man who looked like that, who could share such feeling just with his gaze, who could talk so gently with that low, rich voice, would never be for someone like me.

      Sweet, shy, cute Izzy—she scored Johnny Gamble.

      Wild child Addie—I scored a jackass like Perry.

      It did not help in the coming weeks I’d learn Tobias Gamble was the sharp edge to Johnathon Gamble’s enduring anvil.

      And damn, but that was totally my thing.

      Yes, in those weeks I’d learned Toby wore his faded jeans loose on his hips, his tees were kickass and clung tight to his shoulders and pecs and slack at his flat abs and trim waist, and that rocked.

      I’d further learned when he worked on cars at the garage he half-owned, he played hardcore metal and he did it loud.

      I’d also learned he had wanderlust. He’d taken his forestry degree and put it to work as a logger and a park ranger and he had his pilot’s license.

      I’d learned he laughed easy.

      I’d learned how he looked at Dave with complete respect, Johnny with open affection, and Margot with unhidden adoration. How he teased Iz like he’d known her for years and folded her into their family without a pause.
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