
  
    [image: Follow My Heart]
  


  
    
      FOLLOW MY HEART

      THE CALLOWAYS

      Copyright © 2024 by Lea Meyer

      All Rights Reserved.

      This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by an information and retrieval system without express written permission from the author.

      All characters and storylines are the property of the author and your support and respect is greatly appreciated.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            GET THE SERIES 30% OFF!

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: A mountain background with 6 ebook tablets with couples embracing with a 30% off sales sticker.]
          
        

        Get the series 30% off. 6 grumpy mountain men, 1 Christmas tree farm. These brothers aren't thrilled about Christmas...but they'll warm your heart.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          RYDER

        

      

    

    
      The air was crisp, the leaves already turning an array of orange and red hues. My daughter, Faith, was with me this weekend instead of with my ex-wife, Stacy, in Virginia. I should be happy, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was missing.

      “They’re having so much fun. Izzy adores Faith. She looks up to her,” Daphne said as we walked down the street for the fall festival. Each side of the street was lined with tables with vendors selling their wares.

      Daphne curled her hand around my elbow and squeezed. “I’m so glad you could come with us.”

      “Like you’d let us miss this,” I said quietly so Faith, who was walking with Izzy, wouldn’t hear me.

      Daphne’s lips curved. “Now that you’re living here full-time, I want to make up for lost time.”

      I felt a pang that our daughters hadn’t been raised together, but then again, at the beginning of my marriage, my job was based in Virginia, and by the end, Stacy wanted nothing to do with my family. “It’s good to be home.”

      “Can we get ice cream?” Izzy tugged on Faith’s hand, leading her over to an ice-cream stand.

      “Oh, look. It’s Violet. Let’s go say hi.” As if I didn’t know who she was, Daphne continued with her explanation. “After we moved you in, we went to her ice cream shop.”

      We stood in line. I observed Violet without her noticing me watching, a skill I’d honed at work. Violet was taking orders while a college-aged girl scooped the ice cream.

      When Daphne introduced us at the ice-cream shop, I hadn’t let on that we already knew each other. But it was so long ago. Would Violet remember I was the boy she dated in second grade?

      As soon as she introduced herself, Violet insisted we be boyfriend-girlfriend, then later get married. She’d stage elaborate pretend weddings at recess, involving our friends as the guests and the recess monitor as the preacher. We held hands, and we even kissed once. That landed us in the principal’s office. We were inseparable until she moved to Florida, the summer between second and third grade.

      I’d forgotten all about her until I’d seen her behind the counter at her ice cream shop. I tried not to look at a her then, not wanting to talk to her. But now, with the line of people in front of us, I could take my time to check her out.

      She flashed a smile at each customer, moving quickly and efficiently, but always with a kind word. Her straight brown hair fell in front of her face when she bent her head to run the credit cards. She wore a billowy yellow top over skintight jeans. The closer we moved up in line, the more my heart rate increased. Would she remember me?

      When we were next in line, Violet moved around the cart. “Daphne! I’m so glad you’re here.”

      They hugged, and my skin tingled as I waited for Violet to see me standing next to my sister.

      Violet’s assistant continued helping the people in line behind us.

      Daphne stepped back, gesturing toward me. “You remember my brother Ryder, don’t you? I introduced you when we came in a few months ago.”

      Violet’s gaze flitted to mine, and I saw the recognition in her eyes. “We actually go back further than that.”

      I kept my gaze on her. “I believe we’re still married.”

      “Oh?” Violet asked as her cheeks turned pink.

      My lips twitched. “You know that time we married in second grade?”

      Her cheeks flushed. “Mmm.”

      “We never filed any paperwork to document the divorce.” I always wondered what it was about this girl that made me infatuated with her in second grade.

      Violet tipped her head to the side, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “I hadn’t thought it was necessary since it was an elementary-school wedding. Don’t you have to be sixteen to get married?”

      Daphne’s gaze was volleying between us. “What are you talking about?”

      I kept my attention trained on Violet, cataloging the flush of her cheeks and the dilation of her pupils. “We dated in second grade.”

      Violet nodded and said seriously, “We were inseparable.”

      “Until we ended up in the principal’s office for that kiss.” It was nothing more than a peck, but I was suddenly jealous of my second-grade self. Would I get a chance to be that close to her again?

      Daphne’s eyes widened. “You dated in second grade?”

      I waved a hand. “Whatever you call it in elementary school. Going out?”

      Daphne placed a hand on her hip. “I’m fairly sure I didn’t date in elementary school.”

      “Well, yeah, we wouldn’t have allowed that to happen.” My brothers and I were protective of our sisters, especially Daphne because she was the youngest.

      Daphne rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”

      I grinned at Violet. “Those were good times.”

      Faith tugged on my hand. “You’re not supposed to kiss in school, Dad.”

      “And that’s why we got sent to the principal’s office.” I was flirting with a woman who wasn’t Faith’s mother in front of her. I’d obviously lost my mind. But I was standing in front of my childhood crush, and I couldn’t seem to turn off my mouth.

      “Just wait until she starts dating.” Violet’s lips twitched as she gestured at Faith.

      I touched Faith’s shoulder.  “No dating until you’re thirty.”

      Violet laughed, and it was so carefree; my heart squeezed.

      “You find that funny?” I asked her.

      Violet raised a brow before returning to her spot behind the cart. “That you have a daughter and you’re worried about her dating when she’s only, what? Twelve?”

      “I guess when you started dating in second grade, you have a right to be concerned,” Daphne said wryly.

      My jaw tightened at the thought of Faith dating. “I’m glad you find this amusing.”

      Violet bit her lip as if to stop the grin that took over her face. “The word I’d use is adorable.”

      I cleared my throat, racking my brain for a proper retort, but before I could find one, Violet continued, “Now, what can I get you? I have Daphne’s famous apple pie, and the fan favorites, chocolate and vanilla.”

      “Chocolate,” Izzy and Faith said simultaneously, then turned toward each other and said, “Jinx!” They erupted into giggles.

      Daphne grabbed napkins. “Apple pie for me.”

      Violet’s gaze swung to me, a hint of a challenge in her voice. “How about you? Or are you too old for ice cream?”

      “You’re never too old for ice cream. I’ll try the apple pie.” I was interested to see how Daphne’s pies tasted translated into ice cream.

      “Good choice,” Violet said as she rung us up.

      I got my card out before Daphne, registering her irritated sigh. I never let women pay when they were in my company; didn’t matter if they were my date or my sister. When I handed the card to Violet, our fingers brushed, and a tingle ran through my hand and up to my elbow.

      Violet averted her eyes, and I wondered if she felt it too.

      She kept her gaze on the card reader, and when she handed it back to me, she was careful to keep her fingers away from mine.

      But I had a feeling this wouldn’t be the last time we’d run into each other.

      For the first time since Stacy said we should treat my job transfer as a trial separation, I felt hope. That maybe I wasn’t an abject failure for my marriage ending. That my dream of having a family might not be over.

      Violet scooped our ice cream. When the girls had theirs, Daphne pointed to a nearby tree. “We’re going over there.”

      I appreciated that she was giving me a moment alone with Violet. “I’ll be over in a minute.”

      I watched as Violet scooped my ice cream, and I had visions of eating it off her hot skin. It would melt quickly. I’d have to move fast.

      Violet used the scoop to make the ice cream smoother before she handed it to me.

      “Will I see you around?” I made a show of licking the ice cream, and Violet’s eyes heated then she blinked, and the moment was broken.

      She waved a hand at the line that had only grown longer while we stood and talked. “As you can see, I’m busy.”

      I flashed her a grin. “It’s a good thing my daughter loves ice cream.”

      Before Violet could respond, I followed my words up with a wink, then took off to find Daphne and the girls. By the time I joined them, Izzy was done with hers, and Daphne was already wiping her hands with the napkins.

      “Can we play on the playground?” Izzy asked, and Daphne said, “If Faith goes with you.”

      “Come on,” Faith said, and the girls took off at a run.

      I followed their movements, making sure they made it to the playground. I kept one eye on them while they played. I’d seen things in my job, things I’d never share with Daphne, but I worried about their safety.

      When the girls were gone, Daphne gestured at Violet’s ice-cream stand. “What was that?”

      I shifted on my feet. “Just catching up with an ex.”

      Daphne’s eyes flashed. “An ex you dated as a kid.”

      “We were married, Daphne. I think it counts.” I kept my voice serious, happy to keep up the charade that Violet and I had been serious, even though we were silly kids.

      Daphne sighed. “I’m glad you’re feeling good enough to flirt. But does it have to be with my friend?”

      “Shouldn’t you be happy that I’m attempting to move on?” I wasn’t even sure that’s what I was doing. I saw Violet, and my baser instincts took over.

      Daphne sighed. “I just don’t want her to get hurt. She’s been through some things, and she deserves someone who’s not on the rebound.”

      My heart twinged at the idea that I was damaged goods and not good enough for Violet. “I dated her long before you were friends with her.”

      Daphne leaned in to hiss, “I don’t think dating in second grade counts.”

      I shook my head. “It was harmless flirting. I’m not ready to start dating again.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to start over, but Violet’s looking for the fairy tale. She wants to get married and have kids. I don’t want her to get hurt.”

      “Don’t date your friend. Got it.” I licked the apple-pie ice cream, the coolness refreshing on a hot day. But my gaze was on Violet. I hadn’t been interested in anyone since before I met Stacy.

      I watched Violet interact with customers, her grin wide as she greeted each one. “I’m not in any shape to consider dating or marriage again.”

      Daphne’s gaze was sympathetic. “You’ll get there eventually.”

      “Faith’s my first priority. I have no intention of getting involved with anyone.” I probably had some baggage to go through before I was ready to date again.

      Daphne nudged my shoulder with hers. “How are you holding up with everything?”

      “I’m hanging in there.”

      “Did you try and work things out with Stacy?”

      I shoved my hands in my pockets, hating feeling like the failure I was. “I offered to go to counseling, but Stacy didn’t want to fix things.”

      “There’s nothing you can do if she’s not interested in reconciling.”

      “If I’m being honest with myself, our relationship was strained for a while. I thought distance would make things better. But it only highlighted how bad our relationship had gotten.” I let out a breath. “She discouraged me from visiting my family.”

      “I’d never keep Cole from his family and vice versa. And look how we started out— The Calloways and Monroes didn’t get along.”

      I threw out the remainder of my cone, taking Daphne’s offered napkin. “I should have been able to make it work.”

      “That’s not on you. You wanted to keep your family together. She didn’t.”

      “She changed after we got married and had Faith. She no longer felt the need to include my family. It was always about hers.”

      Daphne’s face pinched. “That’s not right.”

      “Now I can spend more time with Faith away from Stacy, and I’m hoping we can have a better relationship. I worked a lot and let Stacy take the lead in the parenting department.”

      “You’re a good dad. You want what’s best for Faith”

      “I didn’t want to be divorced. I don’t want her shuttled back and forth between houses, feeling like she doesn’t have a home.”

      Daphne’s lips pursed. “It doesn’t sound like you have a choice.”

      “Stacy’s already seeing someone else.”

      Daphne raised her brow. “You think she was seeing him when you moved here?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Daphne touched my arm. “This is probably hard to hear, but maybe it’s time for you to move on too.”

      “Faith needs me right now.”

      Daphne hooked her hand through my elbow. “She does. But you deserve to be happy too.”

      “I just wanted a family. I saw the love our parents had for each other, and I thought I could have that too.” Maybe that’s why I latched onto Violet in second grade and Stacy in college. I was desperate to find what my parents had, because I knew all too well how a long life wasn’t guaranteed.

      “And you still can. I’m happy with Cole, and he’s not Izzy’s biological dad.”

      “He adopted her though. She’s his now.” I respected the hell out of Cole for confronting Izzy’s dad and adopting Daphne’s daughter.

      Daphne’s gaze was sympathetic. “And I love that for us. But it’s not your situation.”

      “I don’t want Faith to be touched by the divorce.”

      “You can’t guarantee that she won’t be.”

      “I have to try.” My gaze shifted from Violet’s smiling face to Faith, where she was helping Izzy scale the climbing wall.

      “You’re a good man, Ryder. If Stacy couldn’t see that, then she wasn’t the one for you.”

      It was a nice sentiment, but it didn’t make me feel any better about my failure of a marriage. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be ready to move on with anyone else. I’d made the wrong choice once, and I couldn’t regret Faith, but I didn’t trust my judgment anymore.

      And this time, I had Faith to consider. I couldn’t be parading women in front of her. I needed to give her a stable life. It was going to be difficult with me living in Maryland and Stacy in Virginia, but we’d make it work. There was nothing more important than my daughter.

      I wouldn’t be distracted by the girl I married in second grade. Talking to Violet was a diversion, a break from my reality. But it couldn’t go anywhere. Harmless flirting was all I could handle.
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          VIOLET

        

      

    

    
      After that flirtation with Ryder Calloway, I couldn’t stop sneaking glances at him where he stood with Daphne. I wondered if they were talking about me, and why Ryder thought it was necessary to bring up what happened in second grade.

      What other boy played along with a girl who wanted him to be her boyfriend in elementary school. It went beyond a simple crush because we acted it out.

      I felt good when I was with him, holding his hand. There was something special about Ryder Calloway. I was drawn to him.

      Unfortunately, our antics landed us in the principal’s office, but it was so worth it. I loved having a boyfriend even if I was too young to understand what it really meant.

      And now Ryder was back. Rumor had it that he and his wife were separated, and I didn’t need to get involved with someone who was going through a divorce. He had a history with his wife, one that he could return to at any time.

      And I had an ice-cream shop to make profitable. I took my inheritance from my grandmother to come home to Maryland and open this shop. The rest of my family didn’t think I’d make it. That it was a waste of time and money. That I was better off in Florida working some administrative office job.

      I didn’t want to work for anyone else. I loved the freedom that being the boss gave me, and I wanted to make it work. To prove to my parents that I could do it.

      Dating would be a distraction. I needed to steer clear of Ryder Calloway. The fact that he was separated was a red flag, even though his daughter added an interesting element.

      He was obviously worried about her dating. I’d seen the way his jaw had clenched and his eyes went hard when I teased him. Even now, his gaze was on the playground, watching his daughter interact with Izzy while he talked to Daphne.

      He was protective of his daughter. I wasn’t sure why that was such a turn-on, but it was. The problem was, I tended to fall hard for guys before I saw any potential issues. With Ryder, I knew why he was home: to collect himself after a divorce.

      Anyone who dated him would be a rebound at best. Thrown aside when his ex realized how badly she’d screwed up by letting him go. It was only a matter of time because Ryder Calloway was the full package. A sexy single dad who worked in federal law enforcement. The fact that he probably couldn’t talk about his job made him that much more attractive.

      It gave him this dark allure. There was something that drew me to Ryder even in second grade, but now I was an adult. I knew he wouldn’t be good for me, and for once, I wasn’t going to be impulsive.

      I wouldn’t fall for him, no matter how many times he came into my shop to buy ice cream with his adorable daughter. I’d resist him.

      When the line slowed, Morgan leaned closer to ask, “Is that Daphne’s brother?”

      I nodded. “The one and only, Ryder Calloway.”

      “He’s hot,” Morgan said matter-of-factly.

      “He’s recently divorced with a kid,” I pointed out.

      Morgan’s forehead wrinkled. “Are you trying to talk yourself down or me?”

      I blew out a breath. “You know I always go for the wrong guys.”

      She raised a brow. “That’s what you say.”

      “Ryder would be one more bad decision. He has rebound all over him.” I gestured in his general direction, indicating his entire body.

      Morgan frowned as she watched him standing under the monkey bars, hovering near his niece as she tried to swing from one rung to the next. “Are they written on his bulging biceps or that fine ass?” Morgan pretended to squint. “Because I’m not seeing it.”

      “You’re impossible.” Izzy’s legs flailed, and Ryder didn’t hesitate to grab them. Her arms wrapped around his neck as she fell against him. “He’s going through things, and a relationship is the last thing on his mind.”

      “Do you have to have a relationship with every guy you date?” Morgan sighed as she cleaned the scooper in the water. “Maybe that’s your problem. You forget to let go and have fun.”

      “I’m not made for a one-night stand.” I bristled at the thought. I was a relationship girl through and through. Not that it ever worked out for me. I fell hard, and the guy started to grumble about needing space and time out with his friends.

      Morgan laughed. “I’m not talking about a one-night stand. I was referring to a friend-with-benefits situation.”

      “We’re not friends. We dated in second grade. I introduced myself to him on the first day of school, and as soon as he said his name was Ryder, I asked him to be my boyfriend. He smiled, and I was a goner.” I hadn’t shared this with anyone, a little embarrassed that I was so forward at a young age.

      “You must be a sucker for a nice smile, because he wouldn’t have had those muscles in elementary school.”

      I pursed my lips. “He works in law enforcement. He probably has to keep in shape.”

      “He’s hot, protective, and strong.” Morgan blew out a breath. “I have to say, Violet, I’m not seeing the downside. You can get lost in his arms for a little while. He’s not your forever guy; he’s your fun for now guy.”

      Unease settled in my gut. “Yeah, I wouldn’t even know how to go about something like that.”

      She bumped shoulders with me. “Just like you do when you were kids. You go along with it, and if you’re not having fun, you break it off. No one gets hurt.”

      “I’m not sure I’m built for something purely physical.” Not with the way I developed feelings so easily.

      But as I watched Ryder set Izzy on her feet, then follow her to the swings where he pushed his niece and Faith next to each other, my heart squeezed. Would he be up for that? He seemed interested when he was standing in front of me talking about our history. But did that mean he wanted me as an adult?

      I’d been told I was too much too many times to just jump into something like this. I had to go slow, be cautious, essentially be everything I wasn’t. I was impulsive when it came to relationships. I did what felt good. And the thought of Ryder Calloway backing me into a corner, bracing a hand above my head, and lowering that delicious mouth to mine had all of my girl parts standing at attention.

      “Here we go,” Morgan said as a trio of little girls ran up to the cart.

      I was here to promote my business, to be seen in a tourist town where there was an ice cream shop or two on every block. I wasn’t supposed to be thinking about sexy times with Ryder Calloway. He might have been my pretend husband in another lifetime, but in this one, he was a divorcé and a single dad.
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        * * *

      

      By the end of the festival, my feet ached, and my face hurt from smiling. I loved meeting new people and promoting my ice cream, but it was hot, and I was exhausted. It got so busy after my conversation with Morgan; I lost track of Ryder, and they never returned for a second scoop of ice cream. Not that I thought he would.

      Would he show up at the store? Sweet Scoops was easy enough to find if he’d noticed the name on the ice cream cart. Or he’d go home and realize that he was in no position to be flirting with anyone, much less me. I was a mess when it came to guys.

      It didn’t stop me from hoping for something better, for a man and family of my own. But I felt jaded at this point. Each guy seemed worse than the last. My most recent relationship revolved around what Beau wanted, which was usually a home-cooked meal, then a night playing video games with his online friends.

      When I got sick and tired of being ignored, he told me that I wanted too much attention. I was needy and desperate. I’d heard it before, so it shouldn’t hurt, but it did.

      So no matter how much my body was humming with desire for Ryder, I had to be practical. I couldn’t be his rebound. He was just flexing his flirting muscles after his recent divorce. I wasn’t special.

      Tonight, I was visiting my grandfather. When my grandmother died, and I found out she’d left money to me specifically to open my dream shop, I didn’t think twice about moving back to Maryland to do it and be close to my grandfather. Florida never felt like home.

      I picked up Grandpa’s favorite pizza from a local shop and drove to his house on the outskirts of town. I wanted him to be able to live in his house for as long as possible. He enjoyed puttering around his garden, and he would wilt in a nursing home. My shop had to be successful so I could pay for any in-home nursing care he’d need as he aged. For now, he was mobile and as sharp as ever.

      I pulled into his driveway, next to his Buick SUV. There was a carport, but he never used it, preferring to store his gardening tools there.

      I got out, grabbed the still-hot box of pizza, and headed inside. “Grandpa?”

      “On the lanai,” he said.

      I walked through his tidy home, past the framed photos of our family, and opened the slider in the kitchen. The lanai was a little covered patio off the back of the house. It was my grandparent’s favorite place to spend time.

      Grandpa rubbed his hands together. “I’ve been looking forward to this all day.”

      I set the box on the small two-person table and kissed his wrinkled cheek. “Were you looking forward to seeing me, or is it the pizza?”

      “Both, lovely girl. Both.” He’d already set out two plates.

      I grinned at him as I opened the box. I let the steam escape before handing him a slice and then placing one on my plate.

      I sat across from him, closing my eyes as I took a large bite. “So good.”

      “How was the festival?” Grandpa asked.

      I grimaced. “Long. Hot.”

      “You get a lot of customers?” Grandpa took a large bite of his slice.

      “Absolutely, but whether they noticed my store’s name or just wanted ice cream, I don’t know.” I wasn’t sure if these events were worth my time or not. It was a struggle to keep the ice cream cold enough on hot days.

      “You’re doing great. I’m so proud of you,” Grandpa said easily, and my heart contracted.

      “You always believed in me. Grandma too.”

      Grandpa’s expression was wistful. “I miss her every day. I wish she were here to see your beautiful store.”

      “I wouldn’t have it if it wasn’t for her.”

      “She wanted to give you the money earlier, but she always worried we’d need it for care.”

      I covered his hand with mine. “I’ll take care of you. You don’t need to worry.”

      Grandpa’s lips set into a stubborn line. “I plan on living to one hundred years old, staying in my home, mowing the grass, and tending the gardens.”

      My lips twitched at his declaration. “I have no doubt you’ll make that happen.”

      We ate in silence for a few seconds.

      I drank some of the lemonade in the glass he’d set out before I arrived. “Did you walk today?”

      “Four miles,” Grandpa said proudly.

      “You walk that every day?” I asked, curious about how my grandfather maintained his zeal for life and stayed positive after the love of his life died.

      “I walk more but never less.”

      “What motivates you to keep going?” I lowered my pizza so I could focus on his answer.

      “If I want to keep doing what I’m doing, I have to walk.”

      “I love that.”

      He grabbed a second slice of pizza. “Don’t work so hard that you forget to take care of yourself.”

      “I take care of myself,” I said, even as I wondered what I’d actually eaten for dinner last night and why I’d stayed up so late when I knew I had a long day today.

      Grandpa raised a brow. “Do you?”

      I sighed. “All my focus is on the business right now. You know how it is when you’re starting out. Plus, the location is great, but the rent is high even for such a small space.”

      “I don’t want you to work too hard. That’s not why your grandmother gave you the money.”

      I frowned. “I thought she wanted me to live my dreams of opening a shop.”

      “She wanted you to be happy. She thought if you opened a store, you’d find everything you were looking for.”

      “I’m not looking for anything.” I wanted the business to be a success, and in the past, I wanted to find love. But that didn’t seem like a good proposition anymore.

      “You shouldn’t be spending all your spare time with me.”

      “You’re my favorite person in the whole world.” I hated moving away from my grandparents when I was a kid. They were the only ones who understood me, who gave me space to fly. My parents tried to get me to fit into a box, and it never worked.

      No matter how many times I tried to please them, it wasn’t possible. I wasn’t my smart, strait-laced older sister, Danielle. She excelled at everything: school, sports, and volunteer work. She even got her LPN license in high school when she wanted to be a radiologist.

      We finished our pizza, and I cleaned up, placing the leftovers in the fridge, cataloging what he might need from the store over the next few days. He could shop for himself, but I always brought him a few of his favorite things. I liked taking care of him. When I returned to the lanai, I sat on the long couch facing the yard. “Have you been getting out lately?”

      Grandpa nodded, his fingers drumming on the table. “I’m volunteering with the local gardening club.”

      “What does that entail?”

      “They set up gardens for families who need a little cheering up. They can always use a few extra hands.”

      I wondered if Ryder would qualify for that as a recent divorcé. It would be nice and hopefully lift his and his daughter’s mood. But I was sure the gardening club was meant for people who were sick and couldn’t physically tend their garden.

      “What do you plant for them?”

      “It sounds like flowers, shrubs, and plants that are hardy, and easy to care for. They’ll even start vegetable gardens for those that are interested.”

      “What an amazing thing to do.”

      “I thought I was doing okay at home, going for my daily walks and seeing my favorite granddaughter⁠—”

      I grinned.

      “But I enjoy getting out too. I like the people and brightening other people’s days.”

      “Let me know if you need extra hands. I’d love to help out.”

      He inclined his head. “You don’t exactly have a green thumb.”

      I sighed. “Not for your lack of trying.”

      “You make up for it with your sunny attitude.”

      “I loved spending time with you and Grandma.”

      Grandpa nodded. “You’re my pride and joy.”

      “I never get tired of you saying that.” It was a balm to my soul and made my heart clench at all the time I’d missed with him and Grandma.

      “It seemed like your parents focused more on Danielle. It was like they couldn’t see how special you are. Your soul is so pure.”

      “How do you know that?” I asked, genuinely needing to know. I’d grown up away from him and surrounded by parents who placed an importance on grades and accolades. Something I rarely received. Instead, it was calls from the school that I couldn’t sit still or stop talking.

      “When your mother called, she was always going on and on about Danielle’s accomplishments, her straight A’s, her volunteer work. But each child is unique. You can only see their true self if you let them grow into it. You don’t try to mold them into who you want them to be. And you are the purest expression of self I’ve ever seen. You’ve resisted your parents’ desires for you.”

      “I didn’t want to go to work in an office.”

      “I’m proud of you. Your grandmother was too.”

      “I miss her so much.” Tears stung my eyes, and I felt guilty that I stayed in Florida after I graduated. Why hadn’t I moved to Maryland sooner so I could have more time with my grandparents?

      “She’d be happy you’re living your life on your own terms.”

      Was I? Lately, I’d been more cautious, slower to take risks. It was solely because it never worked out for me. But if I was going to be true to myself, didn’t that mean following my desires?

      An image of Ryder Calloway popped into my head, the one where he was holding his niece. His biceps were popping, but there was something about a man holding a little girl that had sweat beading on my forehead and my heart fluttering.

      “Follow your heart. It will never steer you wrong.”

      I shook my head, not quite believing him. “Are you sure about that? I haven’t had the best track record when it comes to men.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “What does that mean?” It was a sad day when you took relationship advice from your grandfather, but I was feeling desperate.

      “I think you have a big heart, which means that you love easily. Sometimes people take advantage of that.”

      I frowned. “Shouldn’t I be more wary then?”

      Grandpa got up and patted my knee. “You should do what you feel is right. Now, come on. I need a short walk to work off this food.”

      I stood and followed him outside. I never could say no to my grandfather, and if he wanted an evening stroll, I was happy to oblige.
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      I’d rented a house in an older neighborhood with mature trees where kids rode their bikes on the sidewalks and played basketball on hoops set up in the cul-de-sacs. There was always someone walking their dog.

      I’d convinced Faith to try to ride a bike. When I was married, I was never home early enough in the evenings to teach her, and Stacy insisted she didn’t need to learn.

      But I wanted to be a more involved parent, and I wanted to teach my daughter life skills; that included  how to ride a bike.

      We’d made it a few houses with Faith starting and stopping, tipping to the side more times than I could count before declaring the whole thing boring. Why learn how to ride a bike when every kid these days had a cell phone, and you could just text them or send them a silly video?

      That was a dig at me because I wouldn’t allow her to get a phone. That was the one thing I’d insisted on with Stacy. I used my job as the reason. She was too young to be exposed to social media, and I didn’t want her playing on a phone instead of outside.

      Faith was free to enjoy time with me. Too bad she didn’t seem all that interested.

      Faith wobbled forward a few more feet, then tipped to the side for what seemed like the hundredth time. She shot me a look over her shoulder. “Are we done now?”

      “I wanted to make it to that tree.” I pointed to one in the distance. The thing was, I wanted to go for a walk with Faith, but I was afraid she’d say no. And since I’d announced we were going to learn how to ride a bike, it seemed like the perfect excuse to get her out of the house and spending time with me. If this didn’t work, I was going to have to look into getting a dog I wouldn’t be around enough to care for. This parenting thing was hard.

      “Good evening, Ryder,” said the older gentleman who lived a few houses down the street from me. I usually saw him out on my morning runs. He was always friendly and seemed delighted that I had a daughter. He’d told me that he missed his granddaughters when her mother moved them to Florida years ago.

      “George. Good to see you.”

      There was a sharp gasp from the woman who was walking next to him in that same yellow shirt and white shorts I'd seen her in earlier. Except now I felt a little freer to check out her long legs.

      George beamed. “This is my granddaughter, Violet. The one I told you about.”

      I couldn’t help the grin that spread over my face when Violet blanched. “You talked about me to Ryder?”

      George looked from Violet to me. “You two know each other?”

      “We went to school together,” Violet said.

      I winked at Violet, and her cheeks flushed. “We were close. This is the girl I married in second grade.”

      Instead of being pissed, George chuckled. “You married my granddaughter?”

      I nodded as if we were sharing a secret. “That’s right.”

      Faith rolled her eyes. “Kids can’t get married.”

      Too late I forgot my daughter was watching this interaction. “It was just for fun. I’m sure you play pretend with your friends.”

      Faith looked away. “I’m twelve, Dad.”

      Like I could forget. She felt more like a teenager every day. She tended to be short with me, as if she was constantly irritated with everything I said and did. And I didn’t think it was solely because of the divorce. I’d damaged our relationship by not spending enough time with her, but I intended to fix that. If it wasn’t too late.

      “I enjoyed playing pretend with my girlfriends at your age. We’d act out scenes in movies, dress up in makeup and costumes. It was fun,” Violet said, and I shot her a grateful look.

      “Are you out for your evening walk? “I asked George. I was trained to watch people, and their habits, and it was no different when I moved here. I couldn’t turn off my training even if I wanted to.

      “Violet brought me dinner. Thought I’d take her with me.”

      “That’s nice of you,” I said to Violet, not surprised she was the type of woman who made time for her family. I wonder why I hadn’t seen that in Stacy before we got serious.

      Violet looped her hand through George’s arm, gazing up at him. “Now that I moved home, I can see Grandpa more often.”

      George patted her hand and said proudly. “Violet moved home to open an ice-cream shop.”

      “I’ve had the pleasure of tasting her ice cream. It’s fantastic.”

      Violet’s gaze swung to me. “You liked it?”

      It seemed to matter more to her than she cared to admit.

      “I had to check out how you incorporated my sister’s pie into ice cream. It’s good.”

      Violet tucked a chunk of her hair behind her ear. “The trick is to use real ingredients and leave tiny chunks of pie in the vanilla ice cream along with cinnamon.”

      I was impressed with the time and attention she took with her product. I can’t say I’d ever thought much about ice-cream flavors before.

      “I’ve had several restaurants inquire about using it for their fall menus.”

      George looked at her with pride in his eyes. “You didn’t mention that. Fantastic.”

      He was obviously proud of his granddaughter, and if she visited him often, it meant I’d be running into her as well. I’d have to schedule more evening walks.

      “That’s great,” I said to Violet, cataloguing how she stood up straighter, seemingly soaking up the praise. I wondered why she’d moved here if her parents still lived in Florida. I couldn’t remember if George had given a reason why his family had relocated.

      “Are you learning to ride a bike?” Violet asked Faith, and I was grateful she thought to include her.

      I was worried that Faith would use the conversation as an excuse to head home without me.

      “I know how to ride,” Faith said, even though it was clear she couldn’t. It would have been easier to learn with training wheels, but Faith said they were too babyish for a twelve-year-old.

      “I used to glide down hills all the time when I was a kid. It helped me keep my balance, and then riding on even ground was easy. Everything came easily to my older sister, but I had a hard time getting it at first.”

      Faith looked at her with new respect. “You have a sister?”

      Violet nodded. “Danielle was a natural at everything.”

      I couldn’t help but draw my own conclusions. It was similar to profiling for my job. Certain characteristics equated to personality traits. Did Violet feel inadequate because of her sister’s success? Is that why she moved home and away from her immediate family? Was her grandfather the only one who got her? Or was it her grandmother and guilt that drew her home?

      “There’s a hill over here. I’ll show you.” Violet started toward the park but turned back to me. “If it’s okay with your father.”

      I appreciated that she’d deferred to me. “Of course.”

      Violet led the way to the park, and I was pleased to see that Faith followed.

      George sidled up next to me. He nodded toward Faith. “She still giving you a hard time?”

      “She’s at that age. I think they call it the tweenager stage now, not quite a teenager but not a little girl anymore.”

      George nodded. “Violet has a way with people, and she adores kids.”

      “I hope she can help. I want to teach Faith how to ride a bike. I learned when I was younger.”

      “Yeah, but you grew up on a farm with brothers. I bet it was a competition to see who could do things the fastest.”

      “You got that right. And I was the middle kid, always trying to keep up with my older brothers.” Not only that, but things came easily to Ted and Wes. When Mom died, they took over for Dad, making sure we did our homework and ate meals. “Faith has no one her age to play with. That’s hard, especially since we moved here, and we don’t know anyone.”

      “There’re lots of kids in the neighborhood. The more she’s out, she’ll meet them.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest as I watched Violet talk to my daughter. I assumed she was giving her directions on how to go down the hill without falling. I wasn’t worried she’d get hurt because she was on grass and wore a protective helmet. “She’s only with me every other weekend.”

      “You going to try to get more time?”

      “I’d like to. We’ll see.” I still wasn’t sure I was staying in Maryland. I didn’t like being so far away from Faith. Soon she’d be involved in after-school activities, and I wouldn’t be able to drop by after work. The commute was too far.

      “I hope you stick around. I like having you in the neighborhood.” I didn’t share my job with many people, but I’d told George. There was something about him. I couldn’t lie when he asked what I did, although I usually said something generic like I worked for the government.

      “I like it here.” Living on my own for the first time since college was freeing. There was no one telling me how I should do things. I could be the dad I always wanted to be. Stacy was always pushing me away, saying I didn’t need to be there for Faith. She’d take care of everything.

      Faith pushed off the ground and started rolling down the hill. She gripped her handlebars tightly as if she was scared. She veered from side to side, but Violet ran along beside her shouting encouragement.

      “By golly, she’s got it,” George exclaimed as Faith straightened out the bike and glided to the bottom without touching the ground once with her feet.

      Faith looked over at me, excitement shining in her eyes. “Did you see, Daddy?”

      Daddy. I hadn’t heard that in a couple of months. When she made the switch to Dad, it had hurt. Even though I knew she was going to grow up eventually. I hadn’t wanted it to happen so soon. “You looked great.”

      I moved closer to them. Faith turned to Violet, who was talking to her about something. When I reached them, Violet asked, “Do you want to try it again?”

      Faith’s gaze swung to me. “It was so fun.”

      I hesitated to say anything. If I encouraged her to take another ride, she’d say no just to spite me.

      “I always loved the feel of flying down a hill. There’s nothing more freeing,” Violet said happily.

      Violet was a free soul. The opposite of me. I was carefully regimented. I had to be for my job. But it had started when my mother died. When the responsibility of getting myself ready for the day primarily fell to me. My brothers had their hands full with Jameson and Daphne. Jameson defied all rules and expectations, and Daphne had been so young. I was expected to fend for myself.

      Faith pushed her bike up the hill.

      “I can’t believe you got her to do that,” I said to Violet softly.

      “I had trouble learning how to ride too. I remembered this helped me. Everything came so easily to Danielle; my parents would get frustrated with me. So I figured it out on my own.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Violet smiled. “I’m not sad about it. It’s just the way it was. The good thing was that it forced me to be independent, to figure things out. I didn’t need my parents’ approval like my sister did.

      “All the qualities that make for a good entrepreneur,” I said.

      Violet looked at me in surprise. “I suppose you’re right. I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

      “You’re not going to back down at the first sign of trouble. You’ll figure it out and keep going.”

      Violet nodded. “Business ownership comes with a lot of ups and downs.”

      Faith took off down the hill, this time better able to keep a straight line. Her feet didn’t touch the ground once.

      “Great job,” I said once she’d reached the bottom.

      “Does this mean I’ll be able to ride now?” Faith asked hopefully.

      “You’ll need to keep practicing on the hill. Then you can try on a flat surface.”

      “I know we were supposed to go for a walk, but is it okay if I practice?” Faith asked me.

      “Of course.” The point of the walk was to spend time with Faith, and I could do that just as easily here.

      Violet touched my forearm, and the heat of her palm seeped through my skin. “I’d better get back to my walk.”

      “Thanks for your help,” I said to Violet and nodded toward George.

      He waved. “Have a good evening.”

      I watched Violet walk up the hill to her grandfather, thinking how nice it was that she spent time with him. I’d worried about him living alone, especially since he was recently widowed. But he had Violet, and she seemed to take good care of him. It only made me more attracted to Violet. She was a nice person. Not that Stacy wasn’t, but at some point over the course of our relationship, she’d changed.

      When Faith was young, Stacy convinced me that it didn’t make sense to travel to Maryland. Later, she said we didn’t have time. That Faith didn’t even know my side of the family. But whose fault was that?

      “I’m getting so good at this,” Faith said as she pushed her bike past me again.

      “You are.” I was proud of her for trying. She was so quick to give up around me. Stacy had said it was because she knew she could get away with that kind of stuff with me, but I never knew what that meant. Was I easier on Faith because she was my daughter or because she was a girl?

      She was my only child. I wanted to cater to her. But I knew I had to balance that with raising her to be independent.

      “I’ll be riding in no time.”

      I hoped so. It would be easier for her to get around the neighborhood and meet new people. I’d noticed that a lot of the kids used bikes here. It was an easy way to get around. And I wanted her to like it here, to fit in, and hopefully find some friends. It would make everything easier.

      I’d love for her to live with me, but I didn’t hold out hope that it would happen. As the mother, Stacy was confident that she’d get Faith and whatever custody arrangement she wanted in the divorce.

      I watched Faith go down the hill until the sun was starting to set. This was my favorite time of the day. “You about ready to head back?”

      “I’m starving. Can you push my bike?” She pushed it toward me.

      I wanted to help her. I always wanted to take care of her, but I was conscious that I needed to encourage her to do more things for herself. If Stacy was right, and Faith was needier around me than her, it was even more important. “It’s your bike. You can take it back.”

      Faith groaned but didn’t argue with me. I took that as a win.

      At home, I threw together a sandwich and fruit for both of us. I’d need to learn to cook more things now that I was single. When I was growing up, Mom, then Daphne, did all the cooking. In the interim, my older brothers helped out. Then I met Stacy in college, and we moved in together during our senior year. I never had a reason to learn.

      “We should learn to cook. Maybe we can take some classes.”

      “Really?” Faith asked. “I offer to help Mom, but she won’t let me.”

      That made me pause. “I didn’t know you were interested in learning to cook.”

      “We had a class in school, and I liked it. It was only five weeks long though, and we didn’t get to cook much, just brownies and pizza.”

      I grinned. “I think we can do better than that, don’t you?”

      Faith smiled, and I took that as a win too. Maybe I just needed to show her what Stacy wouldn’t in order to endear her to me. Or better yet, listen to Faith and what she wanted. Then find a way to give it to her.

      Maybe that was the issue all along. Stacy didn’t want to meet our needs. She was only concerned with her own. If ours weren’t convenient, they were stifled or dismissed. I didn’t want that for my daughter.

      I vowed to do better with Faith. She was my priority. I shouldn’t be thinking about sunny ice-cream shop owners who took care of their grandfathers.
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