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            Prologue

            Henry

         

         I was never meant to be a dad. The thought ran continuously through my head as I stepped out into the afternoon sunshine. Hell, it had been running through there for months, but lately the words were like a hammer repeatedly slamming into my brain. I could barely think of anything else.

         “Why don’t you wait until Monday to run your mysterious errand?” my roommate asked, interrupting my inner demon as we walked out of work. “We’re gonna head to the beach.”

         “Can’t,” I replied with a shrug.

         Beach Fridays were a pretty common thing with the guys I hung out with. We usually got off work early on Friday, which gave us a few extra hours to enjoy the weekend. Traffic in San Diego sucked during the late afternoon, but if we knocked off early enough we’d just make it out to Imperial Beach before most people started their commute home.

         I wasn’t really going to miss anything that wouldn’t happen again the next week.

         “Well, if you get done with your mysterious errand soon, let me know,” Rocklin joked over his shoulder as he walked toward his truck.

         I waved him off as I pulled my truck keys from inside my pocket. There was a reason I wasn’t broadcasting my plans to the entire fucking platoon. I didn’t need my command all up in my shit over something that was a non-issue. I was headed over to legal now, before everyone over there got off work for the day. There was a good chance that they’d left early, too, but I was holding out hope that someone was there who could help me.

         I tapped my fingers on the knee of my cammies as I waited in the uncomfortable chairs in the front part of the legal building. The place was mostly cleared out for the weekend, but thankfully it looked like someone was left in the back that I could talk to. I wasn’t sure when I’d get another chance to meet with someone before I left for yet another training exercise next week, and the thought of leaving without getting everything squared away made me anxious as hell.

         Leaning my head against the wall, I closed my eyes. Behind them, I pictured the little bald baby I’d seen just weeks ago. Morgan’s baby.

         Well, my baby, too, if I decided to think of her in biological terms.

         My stomach rolled.

         I didn’t want to think of her that way.

         When Morgan had let me know she was pregnant, I’d panicked and replied as if an abortion was the foregone conclusion. Almost two years later, I was still surprised that she hadn’t punched me in the balls. Instead, she’d calmly told me that she was keeping the baby but she hadn’t expected anything from me.

         Relief had hit me first. Overwhelming, giddy, relief.

         Then I’d questioned myself. Was I really that type of guy? Could I just walk away from my flesh and blood? I’d been raised in a family that took in kids that weren’t even theirs. They prized family above all else, and there were so many times over the course of my life when I’d been part of a discussion about deadbeat dads and how horrible they were.

         So, instead of running in the opposite direction, I’d tried to be present. I hadn’t said a word to my family, preferring not to listen to their opinions and suffocating interference, but I’d kept in touch with Morgan as she’d carried the baby. Any relationship between us had been impossible at that point, but I’d still checked in just to make sure she was okay. I had no interest in going to doctor appointments, and when she’d revealed that she was having a girl, I’d felt nothing—but I’d still kept trying.

         I didn’t want to be the kind of man my parents made scathing comments about. I didn’t want Morgan’s daughter to grow up thinking there was something wrong with her or some shit like that and end up being a stripper with daddy issues.

         Okay, I knew that last one was a sweeping generalization, but I couldn’t help it. That was where my mind went. So, I’d tried.

         I’d visited and I’d called and I’d made myself available for whatever Morgan needed, but eventually we’d both seen the writing on the wall. It just wasn’t there. That feeling, the one I knew I was supposed to have, the one every parent had, even the shitty parents? I didn’t feel it.

         I wasn’t curious about the baby. I didn’t wonder if she was okay or worry about her. I didn’t feel anything for her at all, beyond the normal concern over a tiny human. Would I jump in front of a bus for her? Sure. But I’d do that for any kid.

         That’s what she was to me—just a random kid.

         There was something wrong with me, I was sure of that fact, but it wasn’t something I could fix or change. I’d tried. Jesus. I’d been trying for a year to feel anything for her, and it didn’t matter what I did or what awful scenario I pictured in my head trying to force some sort of reaction, I just didn’t feel anything.

         I tried to convince myself that I could fake it. I could just pretend to feel something until I actually did. No one would know. But after stopping by their place for her first birthday and watching this kid who looked like me eat her cake, and still feeling nothing beyond a little amusement and boredom, I knew pretending wasn’t going to be an option.

         There was something broken inside of me. Something I’d never realized I’d needed until that blank feeling was staring me right in the face, mocking my inability to connect.

         “Harris?” a voice called from between two cubicles.

         I stood up and slid my hand absently down the front of my uniform blouse, smoothing out the wrinkles as I walked forward.

         “You’re wanting to change the beneficiary for your death benefits?” the guy asked, glancing down at the papers he was holding as I followed him into the bowels of the legal department.

         “Yes, sir,” I replied.

         I couldn’t be her parent. I couldn’t be the dad that taught her how to ride a bike or a surfboard. I wouldn’t be there to scare her prom date, and I’d never bandage her knees after a hard fall at the playground.

         But I could help from afar. I could make sure Morgan had the cash she needed to make sure the baby didn’t go without. I could help in that way. And if something happened to me, I could make sure that they were taken care of. It was the least I could do.

         And if someday the time came when Morgan and baby Etta received death benefits from me, I knew with absolute certainty that my family would find them.

         They wouldn’t be able to stay away.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 1

            Trevor

         

         Even months after his death, my little brother was still the first person I thought about when I woke up in the morning and my last thought before falling asleep at night. He was everywhere I looked, in every conversation I had even when his name wasn’t mentioned. It was ironic, really, that he took up so much headspace when in the last few years before his death I could go days without thinking about him at all.

         Henry had always been like that. He showed up at the least opportune moments, like the night I’d finally asked Kristen Preston out my junior year of high school and he’d plopped down beside us in the movie theater like I’d invited him along. When I should have been thinking about him and talking to him, we’d both been too busy to catch up, and now that he was gone and I’d do anything to erase that fact from my mind, he was all I could think about.

         I missed him like hell. I was also so angry with him that I wanted to punch something.

         I wondered if other siblings, ones who’d been born into the same family by accident of birth, felt the same way toward each other as I did toward Henry. Did they get so angry that they wanted to shake sense into their little brothers, or was it easier to give up on someone they’d never had to fight for to begin with? When he’d come into our lives, Henry’s placement had been temporary. It was months before we’d known that he might stay forever. As a boy who had watched numerous other children move in and out of our house, knowing that Henry would stay had been difficult for me. I’d had to make a conscious choice to think of him as family. Once that shift had been made, though, I’d known that nothing would ever sever that bond. Even after all of the things I’d found out about Henry after his death, I still felt myself fighting for the memory I had of him, searching for the answers that would show that his decisions in life had made any type of sense.

         “Mom?” I called out as I pushed the door open without knocking. “You home?”

         “I’m back here,” she yelled back from somewhere in the bowels of the house I’d grown up in.

         I followed the sound of her voice down the hallway and found her seated at the long table in her craft room, gluing little sheets of paper on to a scrapbook page.

         “Hey, Trev,” she said, lifting her head to smile at me. “Everything okay?”

         Guilt hit me hard and fast. A few months ago, a random visit wouldn’t have garnered that type of question, but my mom seemed to have aged by years in less than a few months. Losing Henry, a boy she’d raised as her own since he was only two, had been a blow she hadn’t recovered from, but the revelation that he’d abandoned his own child seemed to have completely broken her.

         “Just wanted to see you,” I said, smiling back. I stepped into the room and looked over the scrapbook she was making. It was covered in photos of my cousin Kate and foster brother Shane’s kids. It had been a few years, but I still couldn’t believe that my foster brother and cousin had fallen in love. The page Mom was working on had snapshots of their four oldest running through a sprinkler. “Lookin’ good.”

         “Thanks,” she said, picking up a glue stick. “I swear, I can’t keep up with the pictures. These are from last year.”

         I pulled up a chair from the side of the little room and spun it around, stretching out my long legs as I sat down beside her. My mom was so petite that I always felt like a giant when I was near her. From the time I was thirteen I’d been taller than she was, and we’d gotten a lot of speculating looks when she’d taken me into town for school clothes or other random shit, the small pale white woman bossing around the dark-skinned black kid who dwarfed her.

         She’d never let those looks bother her, so I hadn’t, either—at least not out loud. I’d just raised my chin a little and walked a step closer, making sure that any comments directed toward her would have to go through me first. When I was a kid, it had worked. People had backed off a bit, unwilling to cause problems. As I’d gotten older, though, it seemed to have become harder for the population just to accept shit as none of their business. I never knew if it had been the change in my appearance or the social changes that had risen up around us, forcing people to take a second look and choose which side they wanted to be on. As if there were fucking sides to begin with.

         “Dad should be home in a little bit,” Mom said, pulling my attention away from how her delicate hands placed small letters in an arch across the top of the page. “We’re grilling burgers if you want to stay.”

         “Maybe,” I replied. “I actually wanted to talk to you guys.”

         “About what?” She looked at me curiously.

         “I think it’s time I head down to California,” I said quietly, watching her eyes flicker in barely disguised pain. “It’s been a few months and we’ve all cooled off—”

         “You know I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she cut me off, her hands gone motionless on the table.

         “Someone’s gotta go down there, Mom.”

         “I should go,” she replied stubbornly.

         “No,” I said with a swift shake of my head. I couldn’t imagine my mom going very far from home to begin with, but I refused to imagine her going to California to see Henry’s kid and getting shot down by the kid’s mother, or, even worse, being manipulated in order to have a relationship with the baby. It would completely devastate her.

         “Trevor,” she said in warning, her back straightening away from her chair back. “I know you worry, son, but you have no idea how to handle situations like this. Birth mothers are—”

         “Birth mothers?”

         “Yes,” she said patiently, reaching out to pat my knee. “They’re protective.”

         “And adoptive mothers aren’t?” I argued, clenching my jaw.

         Mom laughed. “Please,” she joked. “I’d fight a mountain lion for my sons.”

         “Then what are you—”

         She stopped my sentence with a raised hand. “I should have said ‘mothers,’ okay?” she said with a small smile. “I meant all mothers. They’re protective. And if you go down there, being abrasive and throwing your weight around, she’s not going to want anything to do with us.”

         “When am I ever abrasive?” I argued.

         “You mean other than right now?” she asked drily.

         “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go down there, Ma,” I said softly, unsure how to describe my reservations without insulting her.

         “Agreed,” my dad said from the doorway behind us. “You know how I feel about it, El.”

         “I’m not some piece of china,” Mom said in exasperation, glaring at her husband.

         “You don’t know the woman—”

         “I know her name. I know that she knew my boy—quite well if they had a child together. I know she’s raising that child without the help of my son, and has apparently been doing that since before he died!” I followed my mom as she rose indignantly to her feet.

         “Trevor can go down and introduce himself,” my dad said, his eyes tightening at the corners and his voice deepening. “And you can be pissed all you want. I wanna meet Henry’s child as much as you do, but you are my priority, sweetheart.”

         The worry in my dad’s eyes must have hit a switch inside my mom, because one second she was standing rigidly in the middle of the room preparing for battle, and the next she’d softened and was walking slowly toward my dad, wrapping her arms around his middle as he stood with his arms braced on each side of the door frame.

         “When you thinking about heading down?” Dad asked as his arms wound around Mom’s shoulders.

         “Next week,” I replied, leaning my hip against the craft table. “I’m gonna drive down so I’ve got my truck.”

         “Shitty drive,” Dad said in commiseration. “You gonna stay with Shane and Katie? Maybe they’d come with you to meet the baby.”

         “You’re kidding, right?” I answered, my lips twitching. “I thought we didn’t want to scare the mom off.”

         My dad guffawed as Mom shook her head.

         “Everyone loves Kate,” she said in admonishment. “If anything, she’d probably become best friends with the girl.”

         “Let’s just wait and make sure she’s worth being best friends with, huh?” I said as we moved out of the craft room and down the hallway toward the kitchen. “We don’t know anything about her.”

         “Henry clearly liked her.”

         “Not necessarily,” I said, embarrassment making heat race up the back of my neck. “We don’t know if there was a relationship.”

         “Clearly not an important one if Hen didn’t ever mention her,” my dad said as he pulled food out of the fridge.

         “What?” my mom asked, glancing between the two of us. “Are you saying she was a—a one-night stand?” She sounded so scandalized that my dad snorted out a laugh, while I wanted to sink through the floor. Having any conversation about sex with my mother ranked at about the same level of discomfort as having my balls waxed…actually, I’d rather be having my balls waxed.

         “Not sure that Henry really had relationships,” I muttered, when she continued to stare at me as if waiting for an answer.

         “Well, that’s just great,” she barked as she stomped toward the kitchen sink. “And what about you?”

         My eyes widened in horror as I stood there frozen, too afraid to move in case a sound would make her turn in my direction.

         “Quit,” Dad said, slapping my mom’s hip lightly. “He doesn’t want to talk about that shit with you, crazy woman.”

         “I thought I raised them to respect women,” she replied as if I wasn’t even in the room. “I thought I taught them that sex was a gift and shouldn’t be taken lightly, but accepted with gratefulness.”

         “Now you’re saying our sons should be grateful to women willing to have sex with them?” Dad asked dubiously as I looked around, frantically trying to figure out the best escape route.

         “Well, aren’t you grateful I have sex with you?” my mom snapped.

         “Fair enough,” Dad said in agreement.

         Oh, fuck this. I needed to get the hell out of there.

         “Trevor Raymond Harris, don’t even think about it,” Mom said without turning in my direction. I’d taken only one step backward.

         “I need a beer,” I said, inching my way toward the back door. My dad always kept his brews in a cooler out back so Mom had enough room in the fridge for food.

         “You see what happens when you have sex willy-nilly?” Mom asked, spinning to stop my movement with a glare. “You see?”

         “I’ve never gotten anyone pregnant,” I said sharply, my shoulders snapping straight. “And I wouldn’t.”

         “You can’t know that for certain.”

         “I can damn sure do my best,” I retorted, standing my ground. “I’m careful, always.”

         “Careful doesn’t mean shit—”

         “Ellie,” Dad interrupted. “That’s enough.”

         Mom’s mouth snapped closed.

         “It’s not Trev you’re mad at. Quit harping on him.”

         Mom’s body practically quivered with suppressed anger, but she nodded shortly. “Go get your beer,” she ordered, her voice softening a little. She left the room without another word.

         “Jesus,” I mumbled once she was out of earshot.

         “She’s dealing with a lot,” Dad said, turning back to the onion he was slicing. “But you know that wasn’t meant for you, right?”

         “Yeah, I know.”

         “She’s trying to understand what your brother was thinking, leaving that baby,” he said without turning to look at me. “After all we’ve been through, those years of hoping and realizing that it just wasn’t gonna happen for us, and then finding a different way to build our family…hell, I don’t understand it, either.”

         “Just because it might’ve been a one-night stand,” I said, shaking my head even though he couldn’t see me. “That isn’t a reason. Wouldn’t be a reason for me.”

         “I know that, Trev,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me and nodding. “I know you, son.”

         “I don’t understand it either.”

         “You and Henry have never been the same person,” Dad said, going back to his onion. “You and Shane and Henry have always been as different as chalk and cheese and steak, and that doesn’t have nothing to do with how you look or when you came to live with us. Your personalities just couldn’t be more different.”

         “I never would have thought that he’d do something like this,” I said in disgust, stepping outside to grab a couple beers. When I stepped back inside, Dad was rinsing off his hands.

         “I couldn’t have imagined it either,” Dad said, accepting his beer with a nod of thanks. “But shit. You’re all grown men now. Gotta make your own decisions and live your own lives. I just keep telling myself that we’ve got no idea what the circumstances were around Henry leaving that baby.”

         “It’s bullshit,” I replied stubbornly.

         Dad reached out and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Remember one thing, Trev, while you’re being pissed at your brother. He might not have taken care of his responsibilities the way we would’ve, but he still set up that life insurance to take care of them in case anything happened to him.”

         “You’re not angry?” I asked as he picked up the platter of raw hamburgers.

         Dad scoffed. “If he was here, I’d throttle the little asshole,” he mumbled as he took the platter outside.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I rode my four-wheeler home late that night. I’d always enjoyed hanging out at my parents’ place when I had the time. Even after my mom had lost her shit in the kitchen, I’d still stayed long after dinner bullshitting with the two of them. She’d seemed to have calmed down after a little time to herself, and I was thankful.

         I’d always been really sensitive to my mom’s moods. The moment I met her, I’d fallen in love with her. I’d been seven, standing on the front porch, surrounded by more trees than I’d ever seen in my life, with my social worker’s hand on my shoulder and a ratty backpack strap hanging from my hand. And when the door had opened and the small white woman with her soft smile and pretty-smelling perfume invited us in, I’d felt like I’d hit the jackpot. I’d been in a lot of foster homes by then—more than I could remember or count—but for some reason I’d felt instantly like I’d found where I belonged.

         I hadn’t even minded much when her barrel-chested husband had come into the room and rubbed his hand over the small of her back in greeting. No, that was a lie. At first, I’d wanted Mike gone. The pretty lady who smelled like vanilla was mine, and I’d had a hard time watching him move around her and kiss her. I’d had few good experiences with men at that point, and the big man seemed like trouble.

         As weeks had passed and I never witnessed Mike raise his voice, much less his hand, toward Ellie, he began to grow on me. I’d eventually even begun to spend time with him, tromping through the woods and fishing in the creek that ran through the property. Over time, our bond had strengthened into something that was lasting and irreplaceable.

         But if I was honest with myself, even after I’d begun to call the two my parents, and even after Mike had wiped at his eyes during my adoption hearing—the first time I’d ever seen a grown man cry—my first love, and my biggest love, had always been Ellie. My mom.

         So when Ellie cried, I felt it deep in my gut. When she was happy, it was like my entire body lightened until I felt like I could run for miles. I felt her emotions almost as if they were my own, and I’d spent a lifetime adjusting to her moods even though it drove her crazy. She’d never understand the way I felt about her. She couldn’t.

         She’d taken in a seven-year-old boy who’d never had a damn thing in his entire life, and she’d loved him. Her love hadn’t been something I had to earn, and it had never been conditional. She loved me because I existed. It was that simple. And because it was so simple, I’d spent my life loving her back.

         I think, somewhere in the recesses of my mind, my love for Mom was the reason why I couldn’t forgive Henry. Beyond the fact that he’d gotten some woman pregnant and hadn’t told me, his brother, and beyond the fact that he’d left that woman high and dry and had abandoned his child, I couldn’t forgive him for the way Ellie’s face had fallen when I’d given her the news. And I couldn’t forget that he’d made me the bearer of that news by setting it up so that his will was given to me. The little asshole.

         My house was dark and quiet as I stepped inside, and I wished for the millionth time that I had a dog. It would be nice to have someone to hang out with, someone who was waiting and happy to see me when I got home. But I just couldn’t justify bringing a pup home when I was usually working late and it would be by itself all day.

         I shoved out of my boots and pulled off my coat as I ambled into the living room and dropped onto the couch. Summer was coming, so there wasn’t shit on TV, but I found a new action movie that I hadn’t seen and threw my feet up on the coffee table. I needed a reprieve from the thoughts of Henry and my upcoming trip.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next week passed in a blur of taking care of things that wouldn’t wait at work and getting my house ready to close up for a while. I wasn’t sure how long I’d be in California getting to know Henry’s little girl and her mother, but I sure as hell didn’t want to come back to a messy house and a fridge full of rotten food.

         My house was built on my parents’ property, so I knew it would be easy for them to run over and take care of things while I was gone, but I didn’t want to bother them with it. I’d built my house on that piece of land partly because I couldn’t imagine leaving the forest that had saved me when I was a kid and partly because I knew my parents would never leave, and eventually they’d need me close. Both my mom and dad were still young and getting around fine, but my dad had been a logger for thirty years before he’d partially retired, and I knew that the day was coming when he’d have trouble. Logging wasn’t easy on a body. The pure physicality of the job would ensure that my dad’s joints and bones wouldn’t age gracefully, even if that same job had kept him fit well into his fifties.

         My phone rang as I was cooking dinner with what was left in my fridge, and I answered it without picking it up off the counter.

         “Hello?” I answered, barely paying attention.

         “Trev?” Anita called. “Why can I barely hear you?”

         “You’re on speakerphone, what’s up?” I asked, wrinkling my nose as I realized the broccoli I’d been ready to throw in the skillet was slimy on the bottom. Shit.

         Ani was my cousin Bram’s girlfriend, but she’d also been one of the foster kids my uncle and aunt took in when we were teenagers, so I’d known her for half of my life. She was a little bit crude, made off-color jokes that were rarely appropriate, and never let you get away with anything. She was also one of my best friends. Ani was the type who’d fight with you until she was out of breath, then defend you to others as soon as she’d inhaled again.

         “Me and Arielle are bored,” she said. “Bram’s working late, so we’re coming over.”

         “You had dinner?” I asked, looking over my pitiful stir-fry.

         “Yeah.”

         “All right,” I said, nodding. “See you in a few.”

         “Actually, I’m outside the house.”

         I laughed and turned the burner down before heading to the front door. “Why didn’t you just knock?”

         “Well, I didn’t want to just show up if you were beating the meat or something,” she answered, disconnecting as I threw open the front door.

         “You think I’d answer my phone if I was masturbating?” I asked as she carried her baby girl, Arielle, up the front steps.

         “Hey,” she scolded, covering Arielle’s ear with her hand. “Watch the language!”

         “Pretty sure with the amount of ‘fuck’s you use in a conversation, you can’t bitch about other people’s language,” I replied, stealing Arielle as they reached me. “Hey, sweet thing.”

         I turned and led the way into my house, not bothering to wait for Ani as she kicked off her shoes at the front door. She could find her way to the kitchen just fine considering the amount of time she’d spent at my house, and she’d look at me like I was an alien if I tried to play host.

         “Leaving tomorrow, huh?” she asked, as she entered the kitchen.

         “That’s the plan. I’m leaving early as hell so I can knock out most of the drive before noon.”

         “Good call,” she said, glancing into my dinner pan and wrinkling her nose. “You’re gonna stop for the night?”

         “Yeah.” I handed Arielle to her and went back to cooking. “I could probably make it by late tomorrow night, but there’s no reason to rush.”

         “Dragging your feet a bit now that it’s here?”

         “Not at all,” I argued. “But there’s no reason to make myself miserable getting there when I don’t have to.”

         “Word,” she said, sitting down at the table. “Although, getting up just to drive another full day is going to suck.”

         “That whole drive blows. At least I’m not bringing any of the kids with me.”

         “True that,” she said, nodding. “You’d have to stop every two hours so someone could pee.”

         “I’ll just bring some plastic bottles.”

         “There’s a visual I’d never hoped to have.”

         I laughed and dished up my dinner as she pulled out a toy for Arielle to play with and got more comfortable in her chair. As soon as I sat down across from her, she was staring at me closely.

         “You ready for this?” she asked seriously, bouncing Arielle a little on her lap.

         “I’ll deal with that as it comes,” I replied with a shrug. “Just hoping she’s not a complete shit show.”

         “I doubt it,” Ani said, shaking her head.

         “What, like Hen ever picked normal chicks to go home with? The guy was a magnet for weirdos.”

         “Henry’s a fuck,” she replied. “Leaving his kid like he did…but I don’t think he’s a fuck that would leave his kid with a shitty parent.”

         “Hell, I feel like I didn’t know him at all,” I mumbled. “I have no idea what he would have done.”

         “He saw what shit parents did to kids when you were growing up—”

         “Not firsthand,” I argued.

         “True,” she conceded. “He got placed when he was so little I don’t think he remembered his life before, thank God. But he still saw all those foster kids coming in and out of your house. Our family knows what that can do to a kid more than most.”

         “I’m just glad I’m going down there and my mom isn’t,” I said. “If the mom doesn’t let us see the baby…”

         “Yeah,” Ani said softly.

         “Where you guys at?” Bram called from the front door, letting himself in.

         “Kitchen!” Ani yelled back, smiling.

         “Come on in,” I said drily as Bram strode into the room. “Make yourself at home.”

         “Always do,” Bram replied, leaning down to give Ani a kiss and take Arielle from her lap. He looked at my plate and grimaced, glancing back at Ani. “Please tell me you didn’t eat whatever that is.”

         “I didn’t.” She laughed.

         “Tastes all right,” I said, taking a bite. “Add enough spices and anything tastes okay.”

         “Did you put corn in that stir-fry?” he asked, pulling out a chair. I just shrugged. I’d used up the last of my perishables, so I considered it a win.

         “Leaving in the morning?” Bram asked.

         I looked at Ani and she rolled her eyes.

         “Yeah,” I answered. “I thought you were working late today.”

         “Nah,” he said, kissing at the tiny hands trying to grab at his beard. “You got so much shit done this week, I didn’t have much to do.”

         “Oh, shut it,” Ani mumbled as I gave her a look. “We wanted to come see you before you left.”

         “You could’ve just said that.”

         “No, I couldn’t. You would’ve said you were tired or something so we wouldn’t come over.”

         “I am feeling pretty beat.”

         “Liar.”

         “Are you guys really that worried about it?”

         “We just don’t want you to go down there and run into a bunch of shit,” Bram said seriously. “You should have one of us go with you.”

         “Pretty sure I can handle it,” I said, shoving food into my mouth. The colder it got, the worse it tasted. I needed to finish it before it became completely disgusting.

         “I don’t like it,” Ani said, leaning forward with her elbows on the table. “What if she’s a complete bitch?”

         “Then I’ll deal with it. Jesus, you two act like I’m going to fight a kraken.”

         “At least Kate’s down there,” Ani mumbled.

         “I haven’t told her I’m coming down.”

         “I may have let it slip,” Bram said so quietly I almost didn’t hear him.

         “Seriously?” I asked in irritation, giving up on the food in front of me. “You guys are seriously the most meddling people I’ve ever met.”

         “Look in the mirror,” Ani retorted.

         “I don’t meddle. You come to me,” I argued, getting up to dump the food in the garbage. “I let you figure out your own shit.”

         “He has a point,” Bram said.

         “Oh, boo hoo, Trevor,” Ani snapped. “You have family in the town you’re going to and they’ll probably want to see you at some point. Poor baby.”

         “I told my parents I’d stay there but I was planning on getting a damn hotel. You know she’s going to want to be in the middle of it all,” I said, referring to Kate. “She’s a problem solver and it’s driving her insane that I asked her to stay away from that Morgan chick.”

         “Her name’s Morgan?” Ani asked curiously.

         “Yeah.”

         “What’s the baby’s name?”

         “I have no idea,” I said shortly. I turned to the sink and quickly washed my dishes while the kitchen grew quiet except for Arielle’s gurgling.

         “Come on, baby,” Bram finally said as I finished up the last pan. “Trev’s probably got a million things to do tonight.”

         I didn’t turn around when they got up from the table, but I stopped what I was doing as Ani came up behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

         “I love you,” she said, laying her head against my back. “Let us know when you get to the hotel tomorrow, okay?”

         “Sure,” I replied, patting her hands with my wet ones.

         “Keep us updated,” Bram ordered as Ani let me go. “We all want to know what’s happening, too.”

         I sighed and turned. “I know you do. I’ll let you know what she says.”

         “I just hope she’s open to letting us get to know them,” Ani said with a shrug. “We don’t have to be best friends, but I can’t imagine having Hen’s little girl out there somewhere and not knowing how she’s doing.”

         “I’ll do my best,” I said, following them as they made their way to the front door.

         The responsibility I’d taken on when I’d insisted on talking to the mother of Henry’s child myself sat like a weight on my shoulders. I’d never had a hard time with people. Usually I could make them comfortable pretty quickly during conversation, and even though I didn’t necessarily like that many people, most of them liked me. I was a generally likeable guy.

         Meeting this woman would be different, though. I was Henry’s brother. Henry, who’d apparently wanted nothing to do with his own child and had bailed before the woman had even given birth. I didn’t know if Hen had been paying child support or not—I really hoped he’d at least done that much.

         There was a good chance that Morgan Riley wouldn’t want anything to do with me or our family. Unfortunately, if that was the case I couldn’t really blame her. Henry had fucked her over in a big way, and if I was in her shoes, I didn’t know if I would want anything to do with the family who would raise a man like that, either.

         I locked the front door and turned off the lights as I made my way into my room. I still needed to pack my bag, and I wanted to get a decent night’s sleep.

         My room was boring as hell, much like the rest of my house. In the middle of the room I had a sweet king-size bed that I’d splurged on, but the rest of my furniture was plain and mismatched stuff that had been passed on to me from various family members. I’d spent a lot of money building my house, making it exactly how I wanted it, but I’d never really cared about decorating the place. I’d always figured that when I got married my wife could do it up the way she liked.

         Now that I was in my thirties, I was beginning to wonder if the whole wife thing would ever happen. I dated and I met plenty of women, but I’d never found one I wanted to spend more than a few months with. At first things would look promising, but inevitably I’d start questioning whether she was the person I wanted to see every day for the rest of my life and the answer was always no. I usually cut ties when I realized that. Four months seemed to be the magic number for me.

         Pulling a duffel out of my closet, I briefly glanced at the box of Henry’s stuff my parents had given me. Some of it was mementos from our childhood, and the rest were things the Marines had sent home from his barracks room. I hadn’t been able to go through it yet, and I sure as hell wasn’t about to open it tonight.

         God, I missed my brother. He was a pain in the ass—selfish and egotistical and sure of himself in a way that few people were—but he was also the sweetest and funniest kid I’d ever met. I could still remember when he’d come to us. He was the youngest child my parents had ever fostered. My mom and dad had always chosen to take the harder cases and the older kids no one else wanted, but for some reason they’d agreed to take Henry, even though he’d completely upended their life in a way they weren’t used to. Taking care of a two-year-old was very different from taking care of an older child, but they’d figured it out quickly.

         I’d been leery of the tiny blond kid at first. I’d been nervous that I’d trip over him, or I’d accidentally leave my new pocketknife somewhere he could find it, or he’d choke on something and die while I was supposed to be keeping an eye on him. I hadn’t been able to keep my distance for long, though. He’d just been so damn cute. His haircut was some ridiculous form of a mullet and one of his front teeth was missing because someone had knocked it out, but he’d had the biggest smile I’d ever seen and he talked a mile a minute in a language no one understood. For a long time I’d thought he was speaking Russian or something, but when I was older my mom had laughed and assured me that whatever he’d been saying for the first few months he was with us was complete gibberish.

         It took less than two years before Henry became a permanent part of our family. By the time he left for kindergarten, his last name was Harris just like mine. And, just like me, he had an Iron Man backpack and a pair of high-top sneakers my parents could barely afford, and the same lines shaved into the sides of his fine blond hair. It didn’t matter how different we looked; my little brother had wanted to be a mini version of me for his first few years of grade school.

         I clenched my jaw and shook my head, trying to ignore the memories that would stop me from getting anything done except maybe lying on my bed and staring at the ceiling. I’d done enough of that already. For the first few weeks after Henry’s death, I’d barely felt able to function. My brother had been away for years in the Marines, but at least I’d known he was somewhere in the world, laughing and using cheesy pickup lines that always seemed to work because the jackass was so damned good-looking. I’d known he was just a phone call or a plane ride away. Once he was gone, it was like a giant hole opened up inside me, and it sucked the air out of my lungs until I couldn’t breathe without pain. Losing Henry had caused a physical ache in my chest that was so bad I’d gone to the doctor to have it checked.

         I couldn’t fall into that shit again. The nights of drinking until I passed out and days of hangovers on top of my misery were over. They had to be. I was a grown man with responsibilities and parents who’d already lost one son. I didn’t have the luxury of wallowing, even though some days I wanted to. Hell, most days I considered calling in sick and starting the day with a bottle of whiskey, but I didn’t.

         I considered losing my brother the worst thing that ever happened to me, and, unlike Henry, I remembered my birth mother and the numerous shitty foster homes I’d been placed in before my parents took me in. I also remembered vividly being taken from the Harrises for over a month because of some bureaucratic bullshit when I was eight. The minute my social worker had led me out the front door had been one of the scariest and worst moments of my life. All of that paled in comparison to losing my baby brother. I would have gone through anything, lived through anything, if I could have been spared that loss.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

            Morgan

         

         I wasn’t going to lie—I was struggling. To be fair, I didn’t know many single moms who didn’t struggle on some level. Even the ones who had plenty of money to spend and well-behaved children who never wrote on walls like the ones I was currently cleaning before work struggled. It was just a fact of life. Raising a human alone was a daunting task. When you added in the difficulty of supporting another person financially who couldn’t even wipe their own ass yet and had to be monitored twenty-four hours a day, the struggle became very real.

         I wasn’t complaining. I really wasn’t. Life was what you made of it—I’d learned that when I was young—but sometimes I just wanted to sit on my ass and not worry about the next bill that was due, or, in this instance, how I was going to get crayon off the walls of the house I was renting a room in for a fraction of what I knew it was worth. Since we’d moved in, I’d done my best not to mess anything up, which was nearly impossible with an active two-year-old. I knew my friend Max was doing us a massive favor by letting us live with him and watch the house while he was traveling on and off for work, and I didn’t want him to regret it. Honestly, we’d be up shit creek if he changed his mind.

         The job I had now paid more and had better hours than the shop I’d been working at in San Diego, but I still wasn’t exactly bringing in the big bucks, and living in Southern California was ridiculously expensive. So far I’d managed to keep us afloat, but I wasn’t sure how long I’d be able to juggle everything without asking for help.

         I hated asking for help.

         I had a safety net. I knew that. It wasn’t as if me and my girl would ever go hungry or become homeless. My pop would never let that happen, and neither would my sister, Miranda. They offered to help out every time I talked to either of them on the phone, but neither of them lived close and I wasn’t quite to the point when I’d accept moving home to mooch off of them. Besides, my sister was currently in college in Oregon and it wasn’t as if we could move into her dorm room.

         I just had to buckle down. Find a way to make some more cash so we weren’t living paycheck to paycheck, and eventually find a place to live that was ours alone so I wasn’t constantly worried that my roommate would decide we were too much trouble.

         “Mama,” Etta said, clapping her hands to get my attention. “Waynerot.”

         “I have no idea what you’re saying to me,” I replied conversationally. “But we don’t write on walls.”

         “Me color.”

         “We only color on paper,” I said for the fourteenth time in as many minutes.

         “Me color.”

         “Right. Only color on paper,” I said again. I was pretty sure she was hearing only what she wanted to hear, which was that she was going to get to color again at some point. If there was one thing my daughter got from her father beyond her looks, it was the fact that she picked and chose what she wanted to hear. I could tell her that we weren’t having ice cream that day, and the only words she would focus on were “ice cream,” and then she’d continue to ask about it all day long.

         I hadn’t been around a lot of babies in my life, so I wasn’t sure if her selective hearing was normal, but it seemed like a personality trait to me. I had a feeling it was going to cause quite a ruckus as she got older. It drove me crazy, but a part of me couldn’t help but find her singular focus a bit endearing—probably because she was my own kid and not someone else’s.

         “This will have to do for now,” I said as I got to my feet, staring at the faded colors on the wall. “I have to go to work and you have to go to Carmen’s house.”

         “Do for now,” Etta said with a shrug, making me bite my cheek in an effort to keep from laughing. I couldn’t let her see how entertaining I thought she was when she was being a pill or she’d continue to act that way.

         “You ready to go to Carmen’s?” I asked, picking her up and throwing the wet rag I’d been using in the sink.

         “Carmen,” she said, nodding with a small hum.

         I was so glad she liked her babysitter. When we’d moved from San Diego to Anaheim, I’d had to put her in a new day care that we’d both hated. Thankfully, only a week later I’d met Carmen when she’d come into the new shop I worked at looking for her boyfriend. She was a stay-at-home mom with a newborn who had a hell of a time finding a sitter and was struggling without the income she usually made as a maid at a local hotel. Her boyfriend, Ray, was a tattoo artist and he made okay money, but they were still sinking.

         Thankfully, she’d been so happy to have a little extra cash when we’d discussed her watching Etta for me, she didn’t even ask for much. We had an understanding, Carmen and I. Both of us knew how hard it was to raise a baby on an income that barely paid the rent, so I paid her what I could and she never asked for more, because she trusted that I’d never pay less than I absolutely had to. Some weeks were good and I paid her more, some weeks were lean and I paid her less, but I was always fair and she was always happy for the money that let her stay home with her son. Honestly, I don’t know how I would have managed without her.

         The best part of the whole situation was that Etta loved Carmen and baby Sam. They went to the park, played in the backyard, and watched cartoons. It was pretty much a toddler’s version of a vacation every day. The guilt of leaving my daughter to go to work six days a week was eased because I knew she was having an awesome time. It wasn’t gone completely, oh no, especially not when Etta did something new that I missed, or fell down and didn’t have me there to kiss her owies, but it was manageable.

         Juggling my purse and Etta’s diaper bag, I carried her outside into the warm morning. I loved the weather in Southern California. The perpetual sunshine always put a bounce in my step. It felt like nature’s way of telling me to have a good day, and it never failed to improve my mood, at least fractionally.

         I grabbed the mail from our mailbox as we left, and threw it onto the passenger seat of my old beat-up Focus as we headed across town. There was a ton of envelopes, mostly for Max, and I didn’t even bother going through them yet. Nothing but bills ever came for me, and I wasn’t looking forward to new past-due notices. I tried to keep up on everything, but some months it was just impossible. It was a game of roulette deciding which ones I’d pay and which ones I’d just have to wait to pay until the next paycheck. I hated it.

         Choosing which bills to pay reminded me of when I was a kid and I’d have to go through the mail stacked on our kitchen counter, searching for the ones from the utility companies. I’d always nagged my mom to pay those first, because we could live with an eviction notice on our door but we couldn’t live without power during an Oregon winter. My mother hadn’t been horrible, but she hadn’t been good, either. Absent most of the time, and hardly parental when she was there, I rarely thought about her now that I was grown. She’d had a penchant for shitty men, dead-end jobs, and hard drugs. In the end, the drugs had killed her and put me and my sister into the system. Thankfully, that had eventually led us to our dad.

         I’d long ago come to terms with my mother’s deficiencies as a parent and the way she’d died, but I was self-aware enough to know that I used her legacy as a guide to how I didn’t want to live or raise my daughter. Etta would never have to worry about having enough food for dinner or her mom not coming home because she was off on a bender.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After I dropped Etta off and headed to work, I breathed a little sigh of relief. Leaving her for even a few hours always made me feel anxious, but once she was safely where she was supposed to be it got easier.

         The shop I worked at wasn’t far from Carmen’s house, and for once in the entire time I’d been working there I was early. I sat back in my seat after glancing at the clock on my dash and shutting off the car. I had ten whole minutes to myself—it was like a freaking miracle.

         Grabbing the mail off the passenger seat, I started leisurely flipping through the envelopes. Most of them were for Max, like I’d expected. There were only two bills—thank God—for me, and I shuffled them to the back of the stack so I didn’t have to look at them and stuffed them all in the glove compartment. Something had come for me that I didn’t recognize, but it looked official. I turned it over in my hands for a moment. New notifications were never a good thing in my experience, and I wanted to ignore it like I was doing with the other bills, but I knew that if I didn’t see what it was, it was going to drive me crazy all day, like a bomb ticking away in my car.

         My stomach clenched as I opened it up.

         At first I didn’t really understand what it said. The language was all very legal sounding and almost impossible to decipher.

         Then suddenly what I was looking at became crystal fucking clear.

         Life insurance paperwork.

         Life insurance paperwork for the father of my child.

         And if I was getting life insurance paperwork, that meant only one thing.

         “Goddamn it, Henry,” I whispered, dropping my head to rest on my steering wheel as tears flooded my eyes.
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