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Chapter One

Isaiah Russo had tried hard over the years to pretend that everything was okay. He had tried to believe that eventually he and his wife would make it through their struggles and that everything would turn out alright, but he had been lying to himself. He could see that now.

Three weeks earlier, when he’d come home from his final tour overseas to find his wife in the arms of another man, he’d known that there was no hope for the two of them. There hadn’t been for a while, really, but he knew it with certainty then.

He’d filed for divorce two days later.

Isaiah had hoped for things to be different now that he was retired from the military, but he hadn’t hoped for things to change this drastically.

He and Catalina had been married for almost fifteen years—and for what? Their marriage had been a waste. All that it had done from the beginning was cause a whole lot of hurt.

Isaiah thought of Catalina’s children, and he knew that he had to do something that he should have done a long time ago. It was time that he put the past behind him and moved forward with his life.

He had learned a lot in the twenty years that he’d served in the military, and the most important thing that he had learned was to trust God with his life. He might have only asked Jesus into his heart a few months earlier, but that didn’t mean that his faith wasn’t real.

And he knew that he needed to put his newly-found faith into practice by doing what he should have done years earlier.

He had a lot of people to apologize to and a lot of wrongs to make right. He couldn’t possibly fix every wrong, but he was going to try.

He’d caused too much hurt and destruction. It was time to make amends. It was time to try to bring healing to the ones who he had hurt.

He just hoped that he’d be allowed the chance to do that.

#

Isaiah didn’t know how to deal with the teenagers that his stepchildren had become in what seemed like the blink of an eye. He’d spent so much time away in his years in the military that he’d never really taken the time to get to know Madeline and Cameron. And now he regretted that, as he helped them load their things into the rental truck that would take them to a new life together.

He’d expected some protests from the teens when he told them that they would be moving with him to northern Wisconsin, but they hadn’t said anything. Catalina had put up a fight at first, but in the end he could tell that she was just relieved to have them out of her hands. And that scared him. What had life been like for the kids through all of the time he’d been away? How had their mom treated them while he was gone, and why had he failed to notice all of her shortcomings until now, until the suspicions that he’d always had of her had been confirmed?

“Careful, Cam!” a female voice called out, followed by the sound of a loud crash from inside the house.

Isaiah turned from the truck and hurried onto the porch, stepping through the door to find a bright red vase lying in shards on the hardwood floor, his stepson and stepdaughter standing over it, Maddie’s hands on her brother’s chest. She gave the boy a shove back. “I told you to watch it!”

“Madeline.” Isaiah touched the girl’s arm. “That’s enough.”

Cameron crouched down and silently set to work picking up the pieces. Isaiah watched his stepdaughter for a moment, noticing her hazel eyes that flashed with anger, before joining the boy. Cameron had grown during Isaiah’s most recent time away and was quickly gaining on his height of six feet. But, since he was sixteen years old already, Isaiah shouldn’t have expected anything less.

Soon they had the pieces gathered into a box, and Isaiah watched as Cameron carried it off to the trash can out back.

“I’m going out.” Maddie stuck her hands into the pockets of her short romper and flicked her long, white-blonde hair over her shoulder. Yes, he definitely wasn’t used to raising teenagers—especially not a seventeen-year-old girl.

“Out? Right now?” It was his plan to be on the road in a few hours.

Maddie shrugged. “I’ll be back in a while.”

Isaiah glanced down at the watch on his wrist. “Be back by six.”

“Sure. Whatever.”

Isaiah watched her go out the door and sighed. He hoped that this move was really the right thing to do.

“Daddy, is the big truck all ready to go yet?” Six-year-old Jojo ran into the room, his dark eyes wide with excitement.

Isaiah scooped his young son up in his arms and easily lifted him above his head. “Not quite yet. Soon, though.” It was good to see one of the kids excited for the move. He hoped that it would work out for the best for all of them.



Chapter Two

Isaiah had purchased a nice four-bedroom house in the town he’d grown up in. The place wasn’t anything impressive, but it was relatively new and they would each have their own space there. And they would be three hours away from Catalina. He needed the distance.

He tucked Jojo into the bed he’d made for him on the floor of his new bedroom that night, knowing that they had a lot of work ahead of them the next day in setting up the house, not to mention the project that he had to tackle on his own.

“Goodnight, Daddy,” Jojo said sleepily, as Isaiah headed out of the room.

“Goodnight. I love you, buddy.” He paused in the doorway as he turned off the light, looking at his little boy. Everything might not be going as well as he’d like since coming home from the military, but at least he had his son by his side. At least Jojo was happy to have him back.

Isaiah turned slowly and headed down the hallway to his own room, where he collapsed onto the mattress that he’d thrown in the middle of the floor. It had been a long, draining day. He was ready for some sleep.

Isaiah didn’t realize that he’d drifted off until he woke in the middle of the night, loneliness wrapping itself around his chest. He tossed and turned, stretching his arm out over the empty space beside him where Catalina should lay. But she hadn’t been there for months. Years, even. Not really.

He pushed back the blankets and drew in a breath. Divorce. He’d never thought that it would come to that. He’d known that they had started things off all wrong and that they had never been too good together, but to end things like this—well, it hadn’t been a part of the plan. Especially not now that he was a Christian.

But Catalina had made her choices. She’d chosen another man over him and, really, that shouldn’t surprise him in the least. Especially considering their past.

Maybe this had happened so that he could feel just what it had been like to be in his brother’s shoes. My brother. Isaiah felt his heart squeeze. In just a few short hours he planned on showing up on the man’s doorstep. What if he threw him out? What if he refused to see him, to speak with him?

After all that Isaiah had done, he wouldn’t blame him if he did.

But he held out hope that Jack would be understanding. Maybe he would listen, and just maybe—He drew in a breath and shook his head. It was too soon to think beyond that, to hope for anything but the chance to talk with him.

Knowing that he would be unable to go back to sleep, Isaiah dressed in a t-shirt and jeans and made his way to the kitchen. After starting a pot of coffee, he went back to the bedroom and sifted through his things, which were still scattered around the room, until he found his Bible.

In the kitchen once again, a mug of steaming coffee in front of him, Isaiah pored over the pages in the book. As he had welcomed God into his life only a few months earlier, he felt that he had a lot of catching up to do. There had been too many wasted years, and he didn’t want to let another moment slip by.

The sun came up and was shining brightly through the window beside the table by the time Isaiah closed the book, his eyes beginning to tire.

He walked his mug to the sink and glanced at the clock on the stainless steel stove. It was a little before eight. He knew that he should probably wait a bit longer before he headed over to his brother’s house, but a quick drive-by to check the place out beforehand couldn’t hurt anything. Maybe it would calm the nerves that suddenly formed in his stomach.

Knowing that the kids wouldn’t be up for at least a few hours yet, considering the fact that they were on summer break and that they’d all had a long day yesterday, Isaiah grabbed the keys for his Jeep and headed out the door without leaving a note. He drove through town and found his brother’s place to be exactly five minutes from his house. He parked out front and looked at the large, log cabin style home set back off of the road. This was really it. His brother’s place. After all of these years.  . . .

Isaiah couldn’t wait another moment. Whether his brother was up at this hour or not, he was about to find out.



Chapter Three

Jack Russo was running late. A conversation with his daughter had resulted in him spending just a little too much time eating his breakfast. Now he had to rush if he was going to get to the office in time for his first client.

A knock came at the front door as Jack was heading through his spacious living room, and he let out a sigh as he grabbed his keys from the fireplace mantle. He didn’t need any distractions; he was already in a hurry.

After slipping into his black dress shoes, Jack pulled the front door open and felt his heart stop when his eyes landed on the brother who he hadn’t seen in years—and for good reason. “Isaiah?”

“Jack.” The man nodded, his dark eyes on his face.

Jack took a moment to look his brother up and down. Though younger than he was, his brother had been a few inches taller than him since they were teenagers. His brother seemed to have aged and matured physically, with more defined muscles and lines around his eyes, but he was still the cheating, sneaky man who had taken away his wife. “What are you doing here?”

“I…” Isaiah rubbed at the back of his neck. “Do you think I could come in for a minute?”

Jack shook his head. “I’m late for work.”

“Oh. Maybe now wasn’t the best time for me to show up?”

“I’m not sure there would ever be a good time for this.” Jack crossed his arms in front of his chest. “I’m sure you understand.”

Isaiah frowned, opening his mouth and quickly closing it again.

Jack picked up his briefcase from the floor and brushed past his brother. He needed to get to the office. He needed to remove himself from the feelings that filled him when he was facing Isaiah.

He heard his brother following after him. “Jack.”

“Isaiah, I have work to do.” He glanced back at the man who had taken his life and turned it into a mess.

Isaiah ran a hand through his dark hair, the dark hair that matched Jack’s. “You can’t give me a minute of your time?”

“Not when I don’t have a minute to spare.” And maybe not even if I had all the time in the world. Jack hated the bitterness that was stirring inside of him, but he couldn’t help it. Isaiah had taken everything from him.

“Another day then.”

Jack frowned, but stopped himself from responding. He stepped over to his red Mazda and pulled the driver’s door open.

“Goodbye, Jack.”

Ignoring his brother once more, Jack slid into the driver’s seat of the car. He stuck his briefcase onto the leather passenger seat and then drew in a couple of deep breaths. God, help me. I have no idea how to deal with this. He glanced out the window at the younger brother who had been the one person who had been a part of his entire childhood. Their mother had passed away when they were preteens, their father growing distant after her death. Isaiah had been there. He had been around, no matter what.

#

Isaiah was left feeling discouraged after the way that things had gone between him and his brother. He put his stuff away around the house without as much enthusiasm as he’d felt about the move earlier. Not that he’d ever thought that it was going to be easy or that his brother would forgive him right away, but…

Isaiah sighed as he stacked bath towels in the linen closet. He would just have to keep trying with Jack. And there was still the other person who he needed to see.

But he didn’t think that he could do that just yet. Not after the way that things had gone with his brother.

“Daddy, can I go play outside?” Jojo ran up to where he was crouched beside the closet, a grin stretching across his face.

Isaiah stuck the last towel onto the shelf and straightened up. “One of your siblings will go out with you?”

“Cam said he would.”

“Okay. Go have some fun.”

“I will!” Jojo called as he dashed down the hallway.

Isaiah made his way after his son to the living room, looking for another box to unpack, and he found Maddie heading toward the front door. “Where are you going?”

The girl didn’t turn around as she reached for the doorknob. “Out.”

“You have your phone on you?”

Maddie sighed. “Yes.”

“Okay.” Isaiah watched his stepdaughter leave the house, the door closing loudly behind her, before he picked up the box and walked it to the bathroom. After unloading the contents, he made his way back to the living room for another box and stopped for a minute to look out the patio door.

Jojo was running around the yard with a stick in hand, his mouth moving as he chattered away, Cameron sitting on the grass watching him. The kids seemed to be adjusting to the move alright. At least, Jojo was. And while Isaiah knew that he should be relieved in that fact, he couldn’t help but wonder once again what life had been like for the kids before this. What had their lives been like while he had been away in the military, that they didn’t even care that they were hours away from their mom now?

Isaiah hoped that it was just his overactive imagination that had him concerned. Jojo was young and probably didn’t realize that all of this was permanent.

But the older kids?

He sighed as he picked up another box and carried it to his bedroom. Overthinking everything wasn’t helping. He needed to just let it go and hope that everything was fine.



Chapter Four

Isaiah did some more unpacking on Saturday, and he had the kitchen looking pretty good by mid-morning. There was no use putting off the second part of what he’d come back to do any longer.

“Cam?” Isaiah stepped into the boy’s room, noticing the pile of cardboard boxes sitting along the far wall in the almost-bare room.

“Yes, sir?” His stepson pulled his earbuds from his ears and sat up on the bed, his short, red hair sticking up on his head.

“Would you mind looking after Jojo for a bit? I, uh, have something that I need to do.”

Cameron pushed up from the bed. “Okay.”

“Thank you.”

Cameron nodded and made his way out to the living room, where Jojo was watching a cartoon on the TV that Isaiah had set up earlier that morning.

Isaiah told the boys goodbye before heading out to his Jeep, his throat growing tight. He’d thought that it had been hard to see his brother, but this trip—well, it might be even harder.

He drove across town to a nice subdivision, his throat growing tighter with each passing block. God, I made so many mistakes. How can you forgive me for all of them? How can I try to make things right?

Before long, he came to the address that he’d found on Google a while back, parking his Jeep at the curb out front. He looked at the yellow bi-level for a moment before pushing his door open and stepping out of the vehicle. Maybe she wouldn’t even be home. Or maybe she’d moved.

No, don’t wish for that. This was something that Isaiah needed to take care of eventually. He might as well get it over with now.

He made his way up the driveway and gave a knock on the door. After a few moments of waiting, it pulled open.

A pretty blonde woman, who looked slightly familiar, wrinkled her brow as she eyed him. “Can I help you?”

“Hailey?” Isaiah stuck his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

“Yes.” She nodded. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m Isaiah. Isaiah Russo,” he said, wondering if maybe she’d forgotten the name after all of the years that had gone by.

Hailey’s face paled slightly. “Isaiah.”

Apparently not. “Hello.”

“Dominic’s father.” Hailey leaned against the wall next to the door. “You’re Isaiah.”

“Dominic.” Isaiah swallowed. So, she didn’t— “Our son?”

Hailey nodded. “Our son.”

Isaiah didn’t know what he’d been expecting in coming there, but this hadn’t been it. “You’ve raised our son? He’s here?”

“I did, and he’s not here at the moment, but he does live here.”

“Maybe I’d be able to see him one day?”

“You’d want to do that?”

“I would.”

“I think that we could work it out.”

Isaiah shifted on his feet. “I also wanted to apologize to you. What we did—how I left you—I’m sorry.”

Hailey stared at him for a long moment before giving a short nod. “We messed up in a way that gave me a wonderful son.”

“I’m happy to hear that you feel that way.”

“I wouldn’t trade Dom for anything.”

Isaiah reached into his back pocket and pulled his phone out. “Could I get your number? For contacting you about Dominic?”

“Sure.” Hailey reached out a manicured hand and accepted Isaiah’s phone, tapping her fingers against the screen quickly before handing it back. “There you go.”

“Thank you.”

“No problem.” Hailey’s gaze traveled up and down his body. “Just righting wrongs today?”

Isaiah felt his face heat. “Yes. Just trying to do that.”

“That’s honorable.”

“I should have come back years ago.”

“It’s never too late to right a wrong.”

“That’s what I’m hoping,” Isaiah said quietly.

“I’m happy you stopped by. You brightened my day a bit.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Isaiah took a step back from the door. “I’ll give you a call sometime soon.”

“Sounds good.” Hailey smiled. “I’m sure Dominic will be happy to meet you.”

Isaiah nodded and turned down the driveway. He made his way to the Jeep and climbed inside, a million thoughts swirling in his head. He had a son. Hailey hadn’t ended the pregnancy like he’d always believed. He felt completely and totally relieved even as a new kind of regret filled him. Would he ever be able to make up for the time that he had lost with Dominic? Would he ever be able to make up for all of the mistakes that he’d made in the past?

#

Dominic Johnson hated the way that his right leg stayed stiff as he was walking. He hated the fact that he was crippled at the age of sixteen. He hated dealing with the slow speed that his leg brought about.

And he hated knowing that his injured leg was nothing compared to what his friend had faced.

Walking up to the nice bi-level home that his mom and stepdad shared, Dominic sighed. His leg was something that he could deal with; he just wished that he hadn’t injured it in vain. There was nothing worse than a constant reminder of the way that he had failed.

“Dom? Is that you?” Hailey’s voice rang out from the upper level as soon as he pushed the front door open.

“Yes, Mom,” Dominic called up the short staircase. “I’m home.”

“Come up here, please.”

Dominic kicked off his flip flops and did as he was told. His mom’s voice sounded funny, like she was excited about something. “Are you having another baby?” he asked as he stepped onto the plush carpet that covered their living room floor.

“What?” Hailey’s blue eyes widened. “Another baby? Huh?”

“Are you?”

Hailey picked Sethy up from where he sat on the floor and held him close. “This is my baby.”

Dominic looked at his brother. “He’s a toddler.”

“And that means that I need to be having another baby?”

“No.” Dominic glanced toward the hallway that led to his mom and stepdad’s bedroom, his face growing warm. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Well—” Hailey smiled. “The decision’s not up to you, Dom, but thanks for the input.” She stepped over to him and touched his arm. “I have something to tell you.”

“Okay.” Dominic stepped over to the tan sofa that lined the wall and took a seat on its suede surface. “What’s going on? Good news or bad news?”

“Good.” Hailey settled onto the couch next to him with Sethy on her lap. “Really good.”

“Yeah?” Dominic lifted a brow. He could use some good news, especially after the visit that he had just made.

Hailey’s eyes twinkled as she looked over at him. “Your dad stopped by!”

Huh?

“Your dad came while you were at the cemetery, Dom!”

My dad? The man I never met? The man who I have heard almost nothing about? My dad?

“Whose dad?” Dominic’s other brother, Nicky, stepped into the room, his small hands pressed into the pockets of his colorful shorts.

“Dominic’s dad.” Hailey smiled, looking over at Nicky, who had dropped down onto the floor in front of the TV, before turning back to Dominic. “He wants to see you, sweetie.”

Dominic could do nothing more than stare at his mom. My dad wants to see me? Why? Why now? Is this all some kind of a joke?

“Can I see him?” Nicky asked.

“Maybe.” Hailey laughed. “Are you excited, Dom?”

Unable to disappoint his mom, Dominic gave a nod.

“I thought you would be. I remember how much you would always ask to see him.”

When I was young. I wanted to see him when I was five, not now. Dominic pushed up from the couch. “I’m going to get a drink.” He was glad that Dean was at work. He didn’t need his stepdad commenting on things or telling him what he should be feeling. He needed some time to think, to decide how he did feel.



Chapter Five

Maddie Russo felt lonely as she wandered down the sidewalk, exploring the town that she’d just moved to. She missed her boyfriend, even though he’d been a jerk and had ended things with her last week.

It had been just in time, apparently, since Isaiah decided to move them three hours north to this small town. Maybe it was time for fresh beginnings and a new guy. There had to be some cute boys around, right? And besides, it wasn’t like she’d been looking to settle down with Josh or anything. She could move on from him if she found the right guy. She’d done it before.

Maddie hadn’t left much of a life behind, so she had nothing to lose with the move. All that it could offer her was a fresh start with some new boys. Who cared that they had left her mom and her loser boyfriend behind? Good riddance. 

A young guy washing a truck at the end of his driveway caught her attention, and Maddie paused on the sidewalk to watch his muscles expand beneath his tight, black t-shirt as he scrubbed at the vehicle. Yes, she could definitely move on.

“Hey.” Maddie stepped up to the muscular dude, who appeared to be somewhere in his early twenties. “Need some help?”

The guy startled before looking at her with a smile, his blue eyes twinkling in the sunlight. “I didn’t hear you come up behind me. You’re new around here?”

“I moved into the house down the street.” Maddie intentionally left out the fact that it wasn’t actually her house. She wasn’t sure this guy would like her if he knew that she was only seventeen. It couldn’t hurt anything to keep that a secret, at least for a little while.

“I’m Tate.”

“Maddie.”

“Did I hear you say that you want to help me wash my baby?”

“Your baby?” Maddie wrinkled up her nose as she looked at the red pickup. “You don’t have much of a life, do you?”

Tate let out a deep laugh. “No, I guess not.”

Maddie reached into the bucket that sat at Tate’s feet and pulled out a sponge, purposefully splattering the front of his t-shirt with the water. “Maybe we can fix that.”

Tate grinned, reaching into the bucket and grabbing a sponge for himself. “Maybe we can.”

As Maddie scrubbed at the truck and flirted with Tate, all thoughts of Josh evaporated from her mind. Yes, there were some cute guys in this town. And she could move on with someone new.

#

Isaiah knew that it was time that he went back to his brother’s place, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it until late that afternoon. He made the five-minute drive over to the large log house, his hands sweating. He’d wronged his brother badly, so why should he expect anything better than Jack shutting him out of his life?

He closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath when he parked the vehicle. Help me, God. He prayed, opening his eyes slowly and pushing his door open. He made his way up to the house and gave a quick knock, a part of him hoping that maybe Jack wouldn’t be home. But he’d wished that with Hailey, too, and things had gone fine there. He still couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact that they had a son together, that he’d left Hailey to raise their boy alone all of these years.

After a few moments, the door pulled open, and Isaiah was jerked from his thoughts as Jack appeared, wearing a t-shirt and jeans, argyle-patterned socks on his feet.

“Hello,” Isaiah said quietly.

Jack ran a hand over his head. “Isaiah—”

“Could I come in for a minute?”

Jack crossed his arms in front of his chest. “What do you want, Isaiah?”

The tone of voice that his brother used made him cringe. It reminded him of when they were young and Jack had always been scolding him for one thing or another, trying to keep him in line. A lot of good that did. Isaiah sighed. “I want to talk to you.”

“Then talk.”

“Right here?”

Jack nodded.

“Okay.” Isaiah rubbed at the back of his neck, feeling his nerves return. How was he supposed to say what he’d come to say? How could the words make up for what he had done?

Jack glanced down at the gold watch on his wrist before looking at Isaiah again. “Speak.”

“I—” Isaiah frowned. “You don’t have to treat me like this.”

“How should I treat you, Isaiah?” Jack asked, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

“Like an adult. Like a human being. Like the brother you haven’t seen in fifteen years.” Isaiah crossed his arms over his chest, his feet planted firmly on the doorstep. “I don’t expect you to forgive me right away, but you could at least give me a chance.”

“Speak your piece, Isaiah,” Jack said. “Just speak your piece.”

“Fine.” Isaiah didn’t know why he was pushing in the way that he was, why he expected so much from his brother right away. “I just wanted to apologize.”

“Yeah?” Jack lifted a brow. “For?”

“For—” Isaiah felt heat work its way up his neck. “For hurting you.”

Jack ran a hand over his head. “You took my life away from me.”

“And I’m sorry for that.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“Why?”

“When we were really little and we fought, Mom made us sit in our rooms until we would apologize. You faked it then; are you faking it now? Why are you apologizing?”

“I’m not faking it.” Isaiah met his brother’s gaze. “I don’t know how to make things right between us, though.”

“I’m not sure that is ever going to be possible,” Jack said, his voice quiet and full of pain.

“You won’t let me try?”

“I don’t know.”

Isaiah let out a breath. “You can take your time.”

“Yeah. I think I need some time.”

“Okay.”

Jack reached out as if to touch Isaiah’s arm, then dropped his hand to his side without actually making contact. “I have work to get done.”

“I’ll let you get to it.” Isaiah took a step back from the door. “Goodbye, Jack.”

“Goodbye, Isaiah.”

Isaiah turned and walked to his Jeep, praying that Jack wouldn’t wait too long before he was willing to let him be a part of his life again.



Chapter Six

The bed shifted late that night, and Isaiah startled awake to find the room dark and Jojo climbing up beside him.

“Hey, buddy,” he whispered, touching the little boy’s damp hair. His son had been crawling in with him somewhat regularly since he’d been back from the military. And the fact that the little boy needed his comfort was just another thing to have him concerned.

“I’m wet,” Jojo whimpered, curling up against Isaiah’s side.

Jojo had been wetting the bed since he’d been back, as well. But that had been going on for a while, according to Cameron. “Let’s go get you changed.” Isaiah scooped Jojo up, paying no attention to his own clothes as he carried the boy to his bedroom and found some fresh pajamas for him. He helped him change, and then together they went back to Isaiah’s room.

Lying in bed with his little boy next to him again, Isaiah knew that he wouldn’t be able to fall back to sleep. There was too much to think about, too many worries and regrets on his mind.

His thoughts went to Dominic, the son he had never met, and he felt his heart being squeezed. His older boy had once been as small as Jojo was, and he had missed out on those years of his life. He could never get them back, could never make up for them. Would Dominic forgive him for missing out on so much?

After a while, Isaiah gave up laying there and made his way to the kitchen. He prayed and read Bible until it was a decent hour, and then he decided that it was time to get into contact with Hailey again. He put on a pot of coffee and sat at the table, picking up his phone and dialing her number.

“Hello?” Hailey’s voice came through the phone on the second ring.

“Hello, Hailey. It’s Isaiah.”

“Isaiah. I thought maybe I had imagined your visit.”

“Disappointed that it wasn’t just your imagination?” Isaiah asked, knowing what his brother’s answer would be.

“No. Just surprised.”

“Okay. Well, would Dominic happen to be free today?” It was still hard to wrap his mind around the fact that he really had an older son. I missed out on so much.

“He’s still in bed, but I don’t think he has any pressing plans,” Hailey said. “You do realize that he’s sixteen, though, right? I don’t think I clarified that the other day, and I don’t know if you’re expecting a little boy.”

“I know how much time has passed since we, uh—” Isaiah felt his face flame, and he was glad that she couldn’t see him just then.

“Okay. I just wanted to make sure you knew what you were getting yourself into.”

“I know,” Isaiah said. “Should I come over later today?”

“Sure,” Hailey said. “What time would you like to come?”

“What time does Dominic usually get up?”

“If he’s left alone? I don’t know.” Hailey laughed. “I can wake him now if you want me to, then you can just come over whenever.”

“Okay. I’ll plan to be over there in about an hour.” Isaiah ended the call and pushed back from the table, wondering how things would go between him and the son who he had never met, as he poured himself a mug of steaming coffee.

#

“Stop.” Dominic moaned as his bed began to bounce. “I’m trying to sleep.”

“Mom wants you to get up.” Nicky’s soft voice met his ears. “Your dad’s coming.”

“What?” Dominic sat up quickly, staring over at his brother. “He’s coming? Here?” He had known that it would only be a matter of time before he would meet the guy, but he wasn’t ready for it. Not yet.

“Uh huh.” Nicky nodded, his blond hair standing up on his head. “He’s coming to see you.”

Dominic pushed to his feet and let out a sigh. “What if I don’t want him to?”

“You don’t want your dad to come?”

Dominic shrugged. Did he? He wasn’t sure.

“Are you going to fight him?”

“Fight? No.” Dominic stepped over to his messy closet and pulled out a pair of jeans. Was he supposed to dress up? What was he supposed to wear when he met his dad for the first time?

“Wear your white shirt.”

Dominic turned his gaze in the direction that his brother had pointed. It seemed the seven-year-old knew more about dressing to meet a parent than he did. “The button-up shirt? I don’t know.”

“Mom likes it when you wear it.”

“I know.” Dominic sighed. “But I’m not dressing to impress Mom.” Was he dressing to impress anyone? Who cared what clothes he wore? He grabbed a striped t-shirt and turned away from the closet. “Out. I need to get dressed.”

“Will you tell your dad who I am?”

Dominic looked at his little brother and ran a hand over the boy’s head. “I don’t know.”

“Will he like me?”

“If he meets you, yes.” Dominic promised, even though he had no idea who his dad would and would not like.

“Okay.” Nicky turned and headed out of the bedroom, seemingly satisfied with the response.

Dominic threw on his clothes before limping up the basement stairs. “He’s coming here?” He asked when he found his mom in the kitchen.

Hailey nodded, a soft smile on her face. “To meet you.”

Dominic took a seat at the table next to Sethy’s highchair, grabbing a box of chocolate cereal from the center of the table and pouring himself a bowl. Who was the man he was about to meet and what was he like?

“He seems excited to meet you,” Hailey said, as Dominic finished his breakfast and headed to the sink with his bowl.

“Great.” Dominic rinsed the dish and stuck it into the dishwasher before turning and grabbing his Rubik’s Cube from where it sat on the counter. He fiddled with the colorful toy while his thoughts went back to his curiosity about his dad. Who was the man and what did he like to do? What did he look like? Why was he coming to meet him? Why now?

All too soon, a knock sounded at the front door. “That’s probably him,” Hailey said. “Why don’t you go let him in?”

“Me?” Dominic shook his head.

“C’mon—”

“No.”

Hailey sighed as she turned from the kitchen, and Dominic watched her walk away. “What do you think?” he asked, looking at little Sethy. “What’s he going to be like?”

Dominic listened as voices came from the living room, ignoring his mom when she called for him. He wasn’t ready to go out there. He wasn’t ready to meet the guy.

“Dominic.” Hailey stepped into the room, her forehead creased. “I brought him up to the living room. Go see him now.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Dom—”

“I don’t.”

Hailey put a hand on his back and gave a little push, and Dominic stumbled forward and through the doorway that led to the living room. He stopped short at the sight of the muscular man who stood across the room from him. The first thing that he noticed was the man’s build. He took a quick glance up to the man’s face to see if his eyes appeared as tough as his body, but it was hard to read him. The guy was reasonably good looking, but he was not what Dominic had expected.

So, you’re my dad. Dominic turned his gaze down to the Rubik’s Cube. You’re the man who knew that I existed but never came to meet me.



Chapter Seven

Isaiah swallowed as he looked at the handsome, light-brown-haired boy standing in front of him. No, not a boy, but nearly a man. “You’re Dominic?”

The man-boy nodded, twisting the Rubik’s Cube in his hands.

“I’m Isaiah. Your, uh, dad.”

“Hi.”

“Would you like to go out for a bit?”

“Where?”

“Wherever you want. Maybe we could go get some breakfast.”

Dominic shrugged.

“Have you eaten yet?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay. So no to breakfast.” Isaiah stuck his hands into the pockets of his cargo shorts. “Would you be up for taking a walk?”

“I don’t care.”

“Is that a yes?”

Dominic shrugged, his gaze staying on the Rubik’s Cube.

Isaiah cleared his throat. “Okay. Well, why don’t we head out?”

“I should tell my mom,” Dominic said, walking from the room.

Isaiah waited for his son to return, and then the two of them headed outside together. “What do you like to do for fun?” he asked as they started down the driveway.

Dominic shrugged. “All the usual stuff,” he said, the Rubik’s Cube still in his hands.

“Like trying to figure out that puzzle?”

“I guess.”

“Okay. Cool.”

Dominic twisted the cube one way and then the other, his gaze down.

“Have you figured that out before?” Isaiah glanced at his man-boy as they moved down the sidewalk and noticed that he seemed to be walking with a limp. He slowed his pace slightly. “Did you hurt yourself?”

Dominic froze. “What?”

“You’re limping.”

“Well, great, thanks for noticing,” Dominic said, letting out a dry laugh. “Bright man.”

Isaiah rubbed at the back of his neck. “What happened?”

“I fell off my bike.”

“I’m sorry.”

Dominic shrugged.

“How long ago was that?”

“Uh.” Dominic started walking again. “A while.”

“You haven’t been able to do anything about it?”

“I have an idea,” Dominic said. “Why don’t we talk about your leg instead?”

“My leg?”

“Yeah. Why do you walk like you do?”

Isaiah sighed. “Sorry for asking.”

Dominic ran a hand through his hair, then shrugged.

Isaiah looked up at the tall oak that they were approaching before turning his gaze back to his son. “What would you prefer that we talk about?”

“Instead of talking about your gait?”

Isaiah nodded.

“I don’t know.”

“No ideas?”

“No.”

“Okay. Well, you’re sixteen? Will you be a sophomore or junior this year?”

Dominic kicked at a stone on the sidewalk. “Sophomore.”

“Just a few more years and you’ll be graduating.”

“Time flies, huh?” Dominic asked, a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

Isaiah sighed, his heart hurting. “Yeah. It does.”

“How far are we walking?”

“We can head back if you want.”

Dominic turned around, his gaze going back to his Rubik’s Cube.

“What would be something that you think would be fun for the two of us to do together sometime?” Isaiah asked.

“Do together?”

“The next time that we hang out.”

Dominic’s brow wrinkled. “We’re going to hang out again? Just me and you?”

“Of course.”

“You don’t find this incredibly awkward?”

Isaiah rubbed at the back of his neck. “You do?”

“Uh, yeah.”

“It will get less awkward as time goes on.”

“I don’t know. We’re a little far apart in age to be friends.”

“I’m your dad.”

Dominic shifted the Rubik’s Cube from one hand to the other. “Right. I forgot.”

Isaiah patted the boy’s shoulder as they approached Hailey’s driveway. “I’ll see you again sometime soon, okay? Maybe I could get your phone number—”

“Nah, that’s okay. I don’t use my phone, like, at all.”

“No?”

Dominic shook his head.

“Maybe you’d still want my number.”

Dominic shrugged.

“And I’d like yours, please.”

“I said I don’t use it much.”

“So, you can start.”

Dominic frowned. “Whatever.”

Isaiah stopped walking, reaching into his pocket and pulling out his phone. “Please put your number in here.”

“Fine.” Dominic handed Isaiah the Rubik’s Cube before turning his gaze down to the phone.

Isaiah waited until his son had finished, and then he took the phone back and smiled at the name that Dominic had put in for himself. “Dom the Magnificent, huh?”

Dominic shrugged. “You might have other Dominics on there.”

“I’ll know which one is you now, for sure.”

“Right.”

They continued up the driveway, and Isaiah clamped a hand on his son’s shoulder. “I’ll see you soon, okay?”

“That’s what you keep saying.” Dominic shrugged away and started for the front door.

“Have a good day.” Isaiah climbed into his Jeep and started it up. The time spent together had been a bit awkward, as Dominic had said, but he had hope that their relationship would only improve from that point on.

#

Jack felt the need to call up his dad as he paced the house that afternoon. Big Jack would be surprised to hear that Isaiah had made an appearance. He might even be excited at the news.

“Hey, Dad,” Jack said when his father’s deep voice answered. “How are you doing?”

“I’m all right,” Big Jack responded. “How are you and my granddaughter?”

“We’re good.” Jack ran a hand over his head, glancing toward his daughter’s bedroom door. He hadn’t told Allison about her uncle. Not yet. “So, I have something to tell you.”

“Yeah?”

Jack walked through the house to the kitchen and took a seat at the table. “Isaiah came here.”

“What?!”

“He just showed up.”

“At your place?”

“Yes.”

“Did he bring your wife with him?”

“She’s not my wife anymore, Dad,” Jack said, his heart squeezing with pain. “And no.”

“Did he bring your kids?”

“Dad—” Jack’s eyes filled with tears. He had been trying to push those faces from his mind, trying to forget the fact that Isaiah had a connection with his kids that he would never have.

“I’m sorry, son.” Big Jack’s voice turned gentle. “How are you doing?”

“I—” Jack wasn’t sure how honest he wanted to be with his father.

“Do you want me to come over?”

“Come over?”

“Yes.”

“Whoa. Betty has softened you up,” Jack said. “I—I’m fine.” His dad had never been someone to sit around holding the hand of an emotional man. “Thanks, though.” It seemed like marriage was helping the guy, causing him to do things that he hadn’t been comfortable with before.

“If you need me, I’m here.”

“Thank you.”

“So, tell me about your brother.”

Jack shifted on his chair. “I sort of sent him away before he could say too much.”

“I’d expect no less,” Big Jack said. “Could have sent him my way, though.”

“I know.” Jack let out a breath. “I’m sorry.”

“I miss my boy.”

“I know, Dad.” Jack massaged his temples. “If he shows up again, I’ll tell him that.”

“You do that.”

“I just—I didn’t think of it at the time.”

“I know,” Big Jack said. “Did you hit him?”

“Hit him? No.”

“You wanted to, though?”

“A little, yes.” Jack swallowed. “He took my family away from me.”

“And now you have Allison.”

Jack loved Allison like a true daughter, and he didn’t want to imagine life without her, but he hadn’t wanted to give up his marriage or his children. He wouldn’t trade Allison for anything, but did that mean that he had to be happy about the fact that his brother had taken his wife and children away?

“Son, it’s tough. I understand. You lost the children who were rightfully yours and the wife you loved. You deserved to keep all of them. Allison is a blessing, but she doesn’t change what happened and the hurt that you went through.”

“Yeah.” Jack didn’t want to think about any of it. His head pounded. “I have to go.” He couldn’t spend time thinking about the past or longing for what had once been. He just needed to focus on the present and the blessing that he had in his adopted daughter.



Chapter Eight

Jack was finishing up a late supper with Allison when a knock came at the door on Tuesday evening. He pushed to his feet and sent his teenager a smile. “I’ll get that if you clean up.”

“Yeah, right.” Allison’s brown eyes looked at his face as she shook her head. “You get the easy job.”

“I’m the dad.”

“Yeah.” Allison shook her blonde hair over her shoulder. “You are.”

“I’ll finish up in here if you just stick the food into the fridge.”

“I’ve got it all, Dad. I was teasing. Go see who’s here.”

Jack squeezed his daughter’s shoulder before heading out of the kitchen and walking to the front door. He was blessed to have a daughter who loved him. He was blessed each time that Allison called him ‘Dad.’

“Hello, Jack,” Isaiah said, when he pulled the door open.

“Ike.” Jack ran a hand over his head as he looked out at his little brother.

“Are you free tonight?”

“Free?” Jack’s heart ached. He had thought about his brother a lot in the years that had passed since they had been together, but he didn’t think he was actually ready to hang out with the guy.

“I thought that maybe the two of us could get some coffee and talk.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Or, we could take a walk and talk.”

“Isaiah, I don’t know if I’m ready to do that.” Jack let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t know if I can do that right now.”

Isaiah crossed his arms over his chest, leaning against the doorjamb. “When will you be ready?”

“I don’t know, but—” Jack rubbed at his whiskers. “Dad wants me to send you over by him.”

“Dad?”

“Big Jack. Our father.”

Isaiah shifted on his feet. “He still lives at the house?”

“He does, but you’d be surprised at the changes he made to the place,” Jack said, sticking his hands into the pockets of his khakis.

“Yeah?”
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