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CHAPTER 1
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	“I am not going to be railroaded into signing the papers. She is too young and doesn’t understand a thing about a business like this!” 


	“Brady Raymond Abott, Hannah is your sister, not a business transaction. She has finished her college degree in Hotel and Restaurant Management and probably knows more about it than you do,” Jocelyn Abott was starting to get the look in her eyes that meant that she was about to dig her heels in for a fight. 


	He loved his mom, and for the most part, they saw eye to eye on general topics, but his little sister was the one subject they often disagreed upon. Hannah had not been burdened by having to hold the family together, get through school, and all the other self-imposed responsibilities he had taken on after their father’s death. He and his mother had spoiled her rotten, and as a teenager, she had taken full advantage of their weakness to get anything she wanted. He was trying to ensure that those habits did not follow her into adulthood. He silently conceded that Hannah had been a Dean’s List honoree every semester of her collegiate career. She had several offer letters from various prestigious restaurants, with a large salary and benefit guarantees post-graduation.  As he had not been able to find time to call her, he had only his mother’s side of the story about why she had turned them all down and decided that opening her place was her chosen path for utilizing her degree. She would suffer through an extensive interrogation as to her reasoning when they next were in the same room, he promised himself. 


	“Mom, I know you are convinced that she is a grown-up and can make this decision on her own, but there is a reason you both put me in charge of managing the trust. Until she turns twenty-five or can prove to me, she has a solid grasp of business planning and strategy. I’m not giving her a blank check. The restaurant business is one of the riskiest propositions out there, and even seasoned pros fail more than they succeed. Besides, this business partner of hers,” he consulted the paper in front of him to recall the girl’s name. “Dana Hartman. She is a single mother who is a couple of years older than Hannah and is just getting out of college? She is not the best choice for a dependable business partner. She has no more experience than Hannah with a business this extensive and risk-prone. Besides, what is she bringing to this partnership?”


	“I’ve met Dana, and she is a very responsible woman and takes great care of her son, Beau. We all make mistakes, son.” She quirked an eyebrow in his direction and silently pointed out his open judgment lapse years early. “It is what we learn from those mistakes that prove our character.”


	“Okay, so my getting left at the altar four years ago is my fault?” Brady sat back in his chair. His mother was the only one brave enough to bring up that black eye chapter of his life. He had given in to his heart and emotions that once and had the scars to prove what a futile endeavor that had been. He had loved Melissa to distraction, not listening to the good advice of those around him. She had been all fashion model grace and good looks. His friends and family had said that she was just after the money he had inherited. That was the nicest thing they had to say about her at the time. He had tuned them all out, fully focused on Melissa and building a future with her, determined to prove the naysayers wrong.


	“I didn’t say that, and it wasn’t right at the altar. You at least found out what she was like a couple of days before, even if it was a brutal way to find out,” she shuddered. “The fact that you have since shut yourself off from your emotions and become a hard, unsympathetic person is on you, not Melissa.”


	His dream of a picture-perfect future that he had envisioned was not the same these days. Beautiful wife, happy tow-headed children, and a thriving medical career all completing the picture, abruptly vanished into a cloud of what might have been when he walked in on Melissa and an old college buddy two days before the wedding. It was that picture he conjured up whenever he considered stepping back into the dating arena. He ran a successful family practice clinic, had a handful of good friends who had been there since he could walk, and his family. That was enough for him. Safe and steady was his chosen course these days.


	He looked at the family picture sitting on the edge of his desk. It had been taken just a few weeks before his father had passed, on a family trip to the Grand Canyon. It had been his father’s dying wish that they take that trip to make a few last memories to carry them over the dark days that were on the horizon. The picture was taken right out on the ridge of the canyon. He could still clearly picture that single perfect moment and remember how his breath had caught in his throat at the perfect moment. It was that singular moment that he went back to on his most stressful, harsh, and trying days. His dad had been the glue that held them all tight, and when he had passed on, that role had transferred to Brady’s shoulders. Looking at his sister Hannah's picture, he realized that he still thought of his 22-year-old sister as that awkward twelve-year-old. He just wanted her to make all the right decisions and not feel any of the loss and pain he experienced. Protect her from any mistakes, and pave the path to her future with perfect executed steps. At the ripe old age of 32, he felt ancient and bruised. When he looked back at the pleading eyes of his mother, he realized that he was projecting his feelings onto Hannah’s decision. It wasn’t fair, and in deference to his mother, he needed to take a step back and quit treating her as the twelve-year-old gap-toothed girl that grinned back from that photograph.


	“Okay, mom,” he sighed. “I will keep an open mind and hear her out when they are here this weekend.”


	 “Thank you,” she exhaled and walked around the desk. Bending, she kissed his forehead, just as she had done all his life. “You are a good man, even if you could use a little loosening up.”


	He chuckled, “Don’t hold your breath. This is as good as it gets.”


	“I refuse to believe that,” she said emphatically, walking to the door. Turning, she added, “I still have hope that the right woman is going to come along and put that spark back in your eyes. A few grandchildren wouldn’t be a burden either,” she grinned at him.


	“Mom…” he ground out at her.


	She shrugged. “A mom can hope. Don’t forget the barbeque at the house Saturday afternoon. You are in charge of the grill. And Brady, please try to be on your best behavior.”


	“I will be there,” he said, glancing absently down at his phone. She knew every detail of his life was carefully documented in the calendar on the device. “As for being nice, I can only promise to try.”


	“Fair enough. Love you,” she chimed out and was gone. 


	He shook his head at her retreating back. His sister had always been the dreamer in the family and was such a sweet girl. Sometimes, he wished that he could be that carefree and open to all of life’s possibilities. When his wishful thinking took over, he would remember the last time he had allowed his heart to overrule his head. Closing the thought off, he grabbed his white lab coat and headed for the door. 
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	 “So you ready for this weekend?”


	“No, but I guess I have to be, don’t I?” Dana said, nibbling on her lip. This weekend was a practice run of sorts for the big move. They spent time with Hannah’s family and looked at possible locations for their future restaurant and party planning business. This move was a big step in an unknown direction, making her feel a little off balance. Her normally well scripted and planned existence was struggling to find a new normal in all the current chaos, but her other half was looking forward to a fresh start. Her heart had for years been in tatters and left her feeling lonely and sleepwalking through her life. Leaving this place with all the memories and allowing the pieces of her heart to mend and heal the wounds was worth the cost of unease she was paying.


	“My mom is going to love having you around. She has been looking up sites for the business, so we should have a few to look at over the weekend. Maybe we will get lucky and find something quickly.” 


	“I hope so. What about your brother? Is he going to be okay with all of this?”


	“I just want to say… that… well… Brady is a really good guy. Sometimes he, well he can be cranky.”


	“He is a grown man, not a toddler. Cranky?” Dana quirked an eye at Hannah, trying to decipher what she wasn’t saying.


	“Since Melissa messed up his head, he seems to be trying to making all of our kind pay. I mean women in general. I don’t know, he just never bounced back.”


	“How long ago did you say it was?”


	“Four years.”


	“Four years? Maybe your brother needs to get brave and stop wallowing in self-pity.”


	“Dana, please. You know I’m so proud of how far you have come in the last few years, but your hatred of men makes you just as irritable with them. I’m a bit uneasy about putting my woman-hating brother and my man-hating best friend in the same room.” She stopped as if visualizing the scene. Giggling, she changed her statement, “On the other hand, it might be fun to watch the firework display.”


	 “Mommy,” a tiny voice said from the open door. Her four-year-old son Beau stood rubbing the sleep from his eyes. With his head of riotous brown curls and those chocolate brown puppy dog eyes, he melted her heart whenever she set eyes on him. 


	“I don’t know what you are talking about,” Dana said innocently, ruffling her son’s hair. “I love Beau. I’m never cranky with him, and he is the only man I need in my life.”


	Hannah walked over to Dana, put her hands on her cheeks, and looked her right in the eyes. “Yes, I know. You are a great mom, but the only reason Beau is the only man in your life is you! You have a look that causes the rest of them to turn tail and run. And woe to those that consider the look a challenge!”


	“I just don’t have time to let anyone mess things up. I have Beau, school, awesome friends like you, and now the potential of a new business. Why would I let a man interfere with that?  Besides, they all just want one thing.”


	Hannah shook her head and sighed. “Mercy, this is going to be fun.”


	“What?”


	“Honey, the right man compliments your world. If he interferes or tries to make you less of a person than you are intended to be, he is not a real man, and I promise you that. You would never allow that type of person around Beau or yourself. But if you never see the good in anyone, you might be missing out on something wonderful,” she finished with a dreamy smile. 


	“I think I will leave the finding the dream man up to you,” Dana said with certainty. 


	“I’m thinking the rest of us present this weekend should be wearing flame retardant clothing. You and Brady are going to be able to light it up.”


	Dana rolled her eyes and grinned. “I’m in your house. I will behave if he does. Promise,” she said, raising two fingers in a scout’s honor promise.


	“Thank you,” Hannah said, hugging her in relief. Stepping back, she looked at Dana’s face, “we just really need him to okay the money. He controls the trust and needs to be on our side. I can’t access it until I turn 25 without his permission.”


	“Understood.”


	Hannah had graduated with a Bachelor’s Degree in Hotel and Restaurant Management, and Dana was a double Education and Business Management graduate. Together, they wanted to open a health food restaurant, family entertainment venue, and party planning business. The multiple revenue streams worked nicely together and would allow them to offer personalized services for their clients. They had made the final business plan for their senior project in both of their areas of study. Both had gotten A’s on the project, and after a year of planning, they felt that they had a crystal clear plan of what they needed to be successful and how they would proceed. Now it was time to sell the idea to others. Top of the list was Brady, and based on the normally sunshine outlook Hannah projected, the cloudy look she got each time they discussed the meeting had a ball of worry weighting down Dana’s stomach.


	Moving to the Oklahoma City area to start the business had not been the original plan. After much consideration and conversations over the last year, Hannah realized that she wanted to be close to her family. Her mother had come out to visit several times, and Dana really liked her. She was supportive and loving to Hannah and her brother, and Dana knew they would get along well. Hannah’s brother, Brady, also lived in Oklahoma City, but she hadn’t had the opportunity to meet him. Dana didn’t have any family that she kept in touch with any longer, so she was free to relocate. 


	Sometimes, the old fears came out to play with her self-esteem. She had spent the last four years putting herself through college and working with a counselor through the University to overcome the anxieties from a childhood spent in fear. She had almost succumbed to that fear once, but finally, the uphill climb was leveling out, and she was conquering fear more often than not. This leap of faith was all possible through that hard work and Hannah's love and support. It was for all those reasons that Dana was willing to make this happen. 
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	“I’m going downstairs to say hi. Mom invited a few other friends of the family. We will be grilling out on the deck.”


	“When you say a few friends, how many are we talking about? Five? Ten?”


	Hannah rolled her eyes, “God only knows with my mom. Under the guise of welcoming her prodigal child home, I would be expecting a full-blown feast of relatives. Twenty-five to Forty,” Hannah grimaced at her while looking apologetic at the same time. 


	“Can I please stay in my room,” Dana begged? 


	Dana hated large gatherings of strangers, an obstacle she had learned to overcome somewhat during college. Hannah was a socializer and loved having big parties, nothing completely out of control, just food and friends. So being the best friend, she billed herself as Dana had learned to operate amongst them, and when it became overwhelming, she just slipped away with Beau as an excuse. She looked down at her sweet boy. For him, she would swallow pride, keep her temper in check, and leap tall buildings in a single bound to ensure that he had everything he needed. 


	She had been supervised the first year of his life by a Caseworker at Child Protective Services, Christie Amberton. Christie had put her in touch with numerous support services and had lent her ear for advice and nurturing Dana herself through those scary early days of caring for a newborn. That had been the life preserver she needed. Taking full advantage of the services to ensure she could keep Beau had also helped her overcome many of the traumas she had endured in her life up to that point. Continuing those therapies in college had solidified the results. After no contact with family or other interested parties and her showing the ability to support Beau, the adoption had been finalized a few weeks after her twenty-first birthday. 


	She always remembered where she came from and what she was determined Beau would never be a part of. She wanted him to understand from the onset that he could be anything he wanted to and do anything he set his mind to doing. She was particular about her friends and those who had access to him. She realized that she was probably a bit overprotective, but she would only get one shot at this. She wanted to ensure that she got it right. 


	“Okay, I’m going to get Beau washed up.  I will be down shortly.” She sighed and handed Hannah the win. 


	“Kay,” Hannah said, apparently satisfied that she had made her point because she bounced out the door and disappeared down the stairs. Dana gave herself a silent pep talk and walked to the bedroom adjoining the guestroom she occupied to get Beau ready to go down and join the fun.
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	Brady checked on the grill, and after determining that it was the perfect temperature, walked into the kitchen to get the raw meat. Hannah was hurrying in from the opposite direction. 


	“Careful there, speedy,” he grinned as his hands shot out, stopping a full-body collision. After a second of recovery, he pushed back a bit to see her.


	“Hey,” she said with a smile on her face. 


	He gathered her to him in a big brotherly bear hug. He was glad she was home. She not only gave his mother someone besides him to worry about, letting him off the hook a bit. It also would mean that his mother would have a shopping buddy at her beck and call and a partner in crime for all the girl activities she loved so much. Jocelyn had friends, but many had families and husbands and not much additional time for her. She and Hannah had loved doing those things together when she had lived at home, and he was grateful to have someone to divert attention to subjects off of his dating life and grandbabies. 


	“How is everything?” he said, attempting to keep the crack out of his voice. He hadn’t realized how much he had missed her, and for just a moment, the emotion almost grabbed his heart in a clenched fist, causing tears.


	“Good, I have zero complaints. Are you going to watch your baby sister graduate next month?”


	“Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”


	“Hanna, I wanna swim,” a tiny voice stated. 


	Hannah laughed and turned around. Brady caught a glimpse of a curly mop behind her. The little boy was about three or four and had just toddled down the stairs on his own. Through not too difficult deductive reasoning, Brady figured he must be Beau. 


	“I think we are headed to the pool,” Hannah said to him, not missing a beat. “This is Beau. Beau can you say hi to my brother Brady,” she said, crouching down to his level.


	Instead of saying anything, the tot slid behind Hannah’s legs and peaked out at him. He was a very striking child with brown eyes that sucked you in and all that curly hair. But it was his stout little frame, like a football linebacker in a miniature version, that made Brady grin. He crouched down, so he was eye level with him. 


	“Hi Beau,” he said and put his hand out flat. “Can you give me five?” He remained still and patient, not wanting to startle the little guy. He saw several children each day at his medical practice. He learned early that children responded better when you got down on their level and allowed them time to adjust to you rather than crowding them. 


	After a moment, a small hand reached out and slapped his. Not fully letting go of his sister’s leg, Beau did move to her side. He had on cute Nemo swimming trunks. 


	“You like Nemo?” Brady asked. 


	“I like fishes,” he said clearly.


	“Do you go fishing?”


	The shaking of the head and confused look answered him. 


	“You would like it, I bet.”


	“I like to swim,” he said with an almost indefinable stubborn nod of his head. 


	Brady caught himself smiling at the kid. He was cute, well-spoken, and opinionated. And despite being focused on the promise of swimming, he wasn’t running away or misbehaving in any manner. What wasn’t to like?


	Rising, he looked at Hannah, “you better go. He is what, four?”


	“Yeah.”


	“I’m betting patience is not one of his virtues.”


	She chuckled, “Right you are. He is better than most, but when he sets his mind to something, he becomes,” she hesitated, “focused.”


	Brady moved out of the way to allow them to pass. “See you later, Beau.”
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