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[image: image]


Andrew Buchanan’s sister had been a beautiful bride, but it wasn’t Renee that he’d been watching during the wedding ceremony; it was his sister-in-law. Leila’s normally dark skin was pale, and sweat glistened on her upper lip, which curled in pain each time she rested a hand on top of the growing mound beneath her bridesmaid’s dress. Andrew suspected his niece might decide to greet the world before the day came to an end.

Another bridesmaid had caught his attention, as well. He’d sensed Bianca Perez staring at him now and then, but whenever Andrew swung his gaze her way, she would instantly divert her eyes. He’d run into Bianca a few times before the wedding, but never long enough to exchange more than a few words with her.

“Okay, guys, that’s it for now.” The photographer dismissed Andrew and the other men from the wedding party who had been posing for the last several minutes.

Andrew let out a relieved breath as he walked from the risers, tugging at his tie to loosen it. Leaning against the cocktail table in the center of the marble tiled floor, he turned back to watch the photographer line up the bridesmaids in the flower-draped altar area.

His sister Renee’s blue eyes sparkled when her new husband, Jake, whispered into her ear, his white teeth flashing against his mahogany skin. Jake dropped Renee’s hand to allow her to join the row of bridesmaids assembled for the photo.

“I can’t stand wearing ties.”

Andrew tore his eyes off the bridesmaids and turned to Dalton, another groomsman, who was yanking off his tie. Tossing it onto the table in front of them, Dalton complained, “It’s hard to breathe, and this place is blazing hot.”

Andrew had to agree with Dalton about the heat. Despite the late February snow outside, the interior of the two story building was extremely warm. He would have to speak to the wedding coordinator to help them adjust the temperature.

“It was a pretty cool ceremony, though.” Dalton tugged at his blonde hair, which had been slicked back for the occasion.

“Yeah, the minister did a great job!” Andrew agreed, remembering how the wheelchair-bound pastor had reminded them about love being kind and patient right before the couple had exchanged their vows.

Jake joined Andrew and Dalton. “It was getting a little warm up there with all those lights above the risers.” He adjusted the collar of the white button up shirt he wore underneath the gray suit.

“Tell me about it.” Andrew crossed his arms over his chest.

“Honestly, my cheeks were starting to hurt from all that smiling while we got our pictures taken.” Dalton made a show of squeezing his cheeks back into place.

Andrew stared up at the ceiling, where white linen and twinkling lights were draped through the beams. The ceremony had taken place on the lower level of a renovated ranch house. After the ceremony, the guests had been sent upstairs for the reception, while the bride and groom’s families and the wedding party stayed behind for pictures.

“This place is huge.” Andrew turned to look out the big window overlooking a valley. “Why did you guys choose a ranch, again?”

“Because Renee wanted Jake to have a cowboy experience.” His brother Ezra had joined their loose circle and clamped a hand on Andrew’s shoulder. “...him growing up in Texas and all.”

Ezra, a little over six feet tall and physically fit, was younger than Andrew by two years. His features were similar to Andrew’s, except for his eyes. Ezra’s eyes were gray-blue, while Andrew and their sister, Renee, had both inherited their dad’s blue eyes.

“Hey.” Jake pointed to Dalton’s neck. “You need to get that tie back on. We still have to get a few pictures outside with the view of the mountains.”

Dalton groaned. “More pictures?” 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Andrew complained, just to give his new brother-in-law a hard time, since Jake was the most gentle person he’d ever met. The way he’d ended up with his sister was proof that opposites really did attract.

“The view was one of the primary reasons Renee chose this venue.” 

The secluded two-story ranch sat on a hill at an expansive property that Andrew guessed to be twenty miles from the main road. He hadn’t calculated the distance on the drive up because they’d been shuttled in for both the rehearsal and today’s ceremony. Same with most of the wedding guests.

“Quit being sissies,” Ezra said. “I have a toast to practice, and you two are whining about posing for the camera.”

Andrew eyed Ezra, then said to Jake, “Would now be a good time for me to tell you, I told you so?” He squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “Having second thoughts about making this guy your best man?”

In one quick motion, Ezra’s arm went over Andrew’s shoulders and he pulled him into a headlock. Andrew jerked to the side, trying to escape, but his brother moved right into the table, knocking it over and sending everything on it to the ground.

“Boys! Knock it off!” Their mom Crystal’s voice jolted them from their huddle.  They both stilled and pointed fingers at each other, speaking in unison.  “He started it!”

Still coughing and breathless, Andrew straightened his suit. Just as he was about to lunge at his brother again, he sensed sharp lasers aiming at him, as if he was being watched.

His mom called Jake to the side, and Dalton was waving around a picture that he’d snapped of their huddle.  Andrew gave it a cursory glance and turned to see who was staring at him, even though he already knew who it was. His assumption was confirmed when his eyes landed on the row of bridesmaids and collided with Bianca Perez.  

Unlike all the other times when she would turn away the moment Andrew caught her staring at him, this time she held a steady gaze...long enough for him to finally notice how her brown eyes sparkled in her animated face. The camera shutter snapped, and she shifted those eyes to the photographer.

Andrew’s gaze tracked upward to a mass of shiny, dark brown curls that loosely danced around her shoulders. Bianca was slightly shorter than average, and her gray party dress hugged her curves in all the right places, curves he’d never noticed before. Her radiant olive skin was free of makeup. Had she worn makeup the last two times he’d seen her?

Andrew glanced at her face again and found her staring back. He held her gaze captive once more, and suddenly felt as if he was standing on a loose wire or something. 

Not that she was attractive. At least, he hadn’t thought so the first two times he’d seen her. Tonight, Bianca looked...well, almost beautiful. He tried to dismiss that thought when she gave him a tight lipped smile and fumbled with the straps on her dress before staring down.

“Hey, Drew. Do you know where they keep a fire extinguisher in here?” Ezra asked.

Andrew tore his gaze away from the woman. “What for?”

Ezra looked around the room, empty now, since all the chairs had been moved upstairs for the reception. “If you stare at that poor girl any harder, she’s going to burst into flames,” Ezra said, jerking his chin at Bianca.

“I wasn’t staring.”

“Weddings are great places to find dates,” Dalton said. “Exactly why my eyes are on the lookout.”

“Looks like my brother just found someone already.” Ezra skeptically stared at Andrews’ face. “You’re all but blushing, dude...”

“Keep blurting and you’ll have a black eye by the end of the day.” 

“If you’ve got a crush on her, you can tell me,” Ezra said, ignoring Andrew’s threat of a black eye. Andrew would never punch his brother or anything, except maybe tackling him for fun. “She’s best friends with Leila and Renee. Once Renee finds out, she’ll have a date set up for you by ...”

Andrew gritted his teeth. “Renee is not finding out anything and I don’t have a crush on anybody...”

“Hmm.” Dalton tapped his fingers on his chin and spoke meditatively. “Aren’t you the reason she dislocated her ankle at the Christmas Party?”

That was another story entirely. Andrew couldn’t help it if Bianca somehow got into all sorts of fixes whenever he was within close proximity of her. “She’s just... interesting, that’s all.” His words were barely audible, and his eyes slid back for another glance, despite him resisting the urge to stare. 

As if Bianca realized they were talking about her, she stared back, biting her lower lip. This time Andrew shifted his attention back to Leila. She clutched flowers in one hand, but her other hand gripped her lower back.

Ezra slapped him on the shoulder. “She’s still single, last time I checked.”

He whipped his head back to his brother. “I’m staring at your wife, dude.” It was half true. “Been doing so through the whole ceremony. I just have the feeling that my niece is coming today.”

Ezra glanced at his wife, then back to Andrew. “She’s been having contractions and holding her lower back throughout the pregnancy, so that’s normal.”

“This would be a terrible place for her to go into labor.” Dalton looked around. “I don’t think this place has cell service.”

Ezra’s brows furrowed as he dug out his phone from his pocket, then squinted at the screen.  “Of course there’s cell service. I checked before the day of...”

“That would be so epic if she came today.” Jake joined them. “That would mean you will never forget our anniversary.”

Ezra gestured his chin between the three guys. “That’s not funny guys. She needs to have that baby in the hospital.” His face was now serious, panicked, to say the least. “Plus she’s only thirty six weeks.” He shook his head. “Or is it thirty seven now?”

“That’s full term, man.” Andrew slapped Ezra’s shoulder. “But don't worry—if the baby comes, there’s four firefighters here, and we’ve delivered babies before.”

Jake held up a hand. “Never have!”

“Me, neither,” Dalton said.

“Are you trying to give me a heart attack?” Ezra tucked his phone back in his pocket. “First babies are supposed to be late, anyway.”

A young man in a white button up shirt and black slacks appeared at that moment with a tray of hors d'oeuvres. Jake hungrily grabbed four of the mini-sandwiches. “Sorry, I gotta take some for my wife. She hasn’t eaten anything today.”

“My wife could eat everything on that tray,” Ezra said as he stacked several mini sandwiches on a napkin. “She’s eating for two.”

“I’m gonna go upstairs and scout out where that food is coming from,” Dalton said as he strode off. “Be back in time for the outside pictures.”

Andrew insisted Ezra take the last two sliders on the tray. “I’ll wait for another round,” Andrew told the waiter as he watched the two men hand food to their wives.

Everything around him seemed to be moving forward, while his life was stuck in a holding pattern.

Being the oldest of three, it was hard to believe that both his siblings were married, and he didn’t even have a bride-to-be. He’d been the first of his siblings to be in a serious relationship, and his family had thought he would be the first to get married. Andrew had thought so, too, but apparently God had different plans—plans for him to remain single.  He was starting to believe that would be the case. He just didn’t have it in him to start a relationship again. For now, he needed to focus on plugging in to his new community.
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TWO HOURS LATER, ANDREW leaned back in his chair, his belly comfortably full after the steak dinner.

His eyes wandered, surveying the room packed with over three hundred people. Eight to ten guests occupied each of the round tables, which were covered in gray linen and adorned with red porcelain vases filled with flowers.

The bride and groom table was centered at the front. To the far corner, three DJ sound speakers were stacked on top of each other, and Ezra stood holding a microphone, a wide grin lighting his face, as he gave the toast.

Laughter rippled through the crowd when Ezra described the time he found out that Jake was in love with Renee. “Has anybody ever fought his best friend for falling in love with their baby sister?”

More laughter ensued as Ezra continued his anecdote.

Andrew was glad that Jake was the man his sister was marrying, since he was like a brother to the siblings. It was hard to imagine himself and Ezra approving of any other man for their sister.

Andrew glanced back to Leila, who sat two seats over at a rectangular table with the rest of the wedding party. She was hunched over in her chair.

Next to him, Dalton guffawed at something Ezra said, but it couldn’t pull Andrew’s attention to  his brother when his sister-in-law appeared to be in pain, if her wincing was any indication.

In case he needed to call an ambulance, Andrew discreetly pushed back his chair and went around Dalton. He lowered himself to the empty chair next to Leila, which Ezra had just vacated to give his speech. She’d grown paler, and her breathing was heavy as she gritted her teeth.

“Leila, you okay?”

“I think...” she whispered between labored breaths, then placed a hand to her round stomach.  “It’s my stomach...I hope the baby is not coming today.”

Despite Leila’s hopeful words, Andrew had seen this happen several times during his almost ten years as a firefighter. More than once, they’d been called on scene when the mother-to-be was thirty six or thirty seven weeks pregnant, and they’d had to deliver the baby either at home or on the ambulance because they couldn't get to the hospital in time.

“Is it okay if I help you get outside of this room?” How could he say this? “To get some fresh air, perhaps.”

She nodded and pushed her folding chair back. Andrew pushed his chair back, too, and let her lead the way.  She wobbled, so Andrew prepared to catch her from behind should she fall.

Once outside, he helped her sit on the bench close to the stairs.

Applause sounded from inside, followed by the DJ announcing the first dance. Thankfully, Leila had not originally planned to give the matron of honor speech, because she didn’t seem to be in a condition to do so.

“Honey...” Ezra’s sudden voice came from behind. He tore past Andrew to get to his wife. “You okay?”

Andrew stepped aside as his brother slid out of his gray suit jacket, tossing it to the side. Ezra then crouched to brush a kiss on his wife’s lips before he clasped her hands in his.

Leila half smiled. “I’m okay, Honey.” Her face showed otherwise. No doubt she didn’t want to scare her husband. “I hope that Adalee can stay in there a little longer, though,” she breathed, and settled a hand on her lower abdomen. “Call the... cab...”  She winced, then screamed out the last words. “Call 911!”

Why hadn’t Andrew done that as soon as he brought Leila out? He patted his pants pocket with urgency, searching for his phone. He frowned when he found the pockets were empty. He’d left the phone in the reception room.

He turned to go get it and slammed into a hard chest, his dad’s.

“What’s happening?” Dad asked abruptly.

“Call 911!”  was Andrew’s response.

Richard spun around to his wife, who was approaching. Crystal hastily dug the iPhone out of her small purse and handed it to him.

Ezra’s face reddened with worry, although he continued to rub his wife’s back, whispering words of comfort. 

Dad trekked down the stairs as he gave directions to 911 dispatch. Mom stood, hands to her heart, eyes wide in panic.

Jaw tight, Andrew rubbed his hands together while he considered a backup plan should things fail with 911. Walking around, he stepped in front of Leila and Ezra. “We need to carry her down the stairs, just so it will be easier to get her to the ambulance as soon as it arrives.” Also to increase her chance to deliver the baby in the hospital, but he was not going to say that out loud.

Ezra tore off his tie and tossed it to the side. Pulling his tucked in shirt out of his waistband, he dropped to his knees and scooped Leila up in his arms.

Andrew trekked down the stairs, following Ezra, more people trailing behind them.

As soon as they got downstairs to the room where the ceremony had taken place, the bride and groom emerged frantically from the stairwell, Renee clutching her wedding gown’s train. Bianca and her daughter darted toward them, along with two more firefighters who’d been part of the wedding party. 

The music kept booming from upstairs. Andrew could only hope that everyone was engaged in dancing, so that his sister-in-law wouldn’t get a wedding audience.

“Is Leila having the baby?” Renee’s eyes widened in shock.“It’s going to take us forever to get her to the main road.”

Ezra clenched his jaw at that reminder. “You and Jake need to get back to the reception. It’s your wedding day.”

“Yes, and we’re married, but this is my niece being born,” Renee said. “We’re staying!" Her statement sounded final, which was not a surprise, because she was rarely told what to do. Jake nodded in agreement.

“Ouch!” Leila let out a loud scream of pain this time. “Honey,” she panted, leaning against the wall. “We have to have this baby in the hospital.”

“I know, Sweetie.” Ezra fumbled with a water bottle that he got from the cocktail table, twisting off the cap and offering it to his wife.

“What’s taking the medics so long to get here?” Ezra snapped as he set the bottle beside Leila on the bench.

As if to answer Ezra’s question, their dad returned with alarming news. “The ambulance can’t get here for another forty minutes...”

“Great!” Ezra spoke in frustration. “So great!” His forehead glistened with sweat. He dragged his button up shirt over his head and tossed it to the floor, staying in his white undershirt.

Leila threw her hands over her face, her bridesmaid dress sweeping the ground as she sank down. “With our location, and that unpaved road, that will be another hour.” Her face tight with fear, she looked up at her husband for reassurance.

He didn’t have any to give her. Even if the ambulance was on the way, the nearest hospital was fifteen miles away. On an arduous, rutted road, that could easily seem like twenty miles.

“Is Aunt Leila going to be okay?” Daisy asked when Bianca ambled toward Leila.

“Yes... honey.” Leila gasped her response, and turned to Bianca, then to the girl. She said, forcing a calm tone, “Daisy, can you and mom go upstairs and pray for me?”

The girl nodded, and Bianca seemed to understand that Leila didn’t need a seven year old watching her go through the painful ordeal.

“Let me take her upstairs, Bianca,” Crystal offered. “Since you and Leila are so close, I’m sure she’ll be more comfortable if you stay with her.”

“I feel the baby coming.” Leila’s eyes widened as she pulled up from the bench. “I... I can’t sit down. I need an epidural.” 

Ezra ran a hand through his hair. “Practice the Lamaze breathing...”

“Are you kidding me? I can't remember any of that.” She gripped the front of Ezra's T-shirt and let out another painful scream, sweat streaming down her scrunched face.

By “feeling the baby,” Leila could mean she was just sensing increased pressure, or it could mean she felt the baby exiting the birth canal, and that made everything a lot more urgent. Truth was, she wasn't going to make it to the hospital.

Leila delivering her baby on the floor in front of a bunch of her husband’s family and friends would be humiliating for her.

Andrew slid out of his suit jacket and took off his loosened tie. He drew near to make a tight circle with Jake and Dalton, but asked in a voice loud enough for everybody around them to hear, “Okay, guys, who has the most recent first aid training?”

Dalton raised his hand. “Me.” 

“I'll go find some gloves,” Robert offered, and turned to leave.

“I’ll go find a blanket or something,” Renee said, following her dad. 

“How do you feel, Honey?” Ezra asked. 

“Like if I stop clenching my muscles, a watermelon will fall out of me.” Leila gripped Ezra’s arm so hard that his face reddened and he winced. She wailed again.

Richard returned with a box of latex gloves and handed a pair to Dalton.

“Let’s get this baby delivered,” Dalton proclaimed as he yanked off his button up shirt.

“No, Dalton, you can’t deliver my baby.” She could barely get the words out through panicked breaths. Her normally dark face was ashen. “None of you guys get to see me that way.”

Her words were cut off by a painful contraction. It would only be a matter of minutes before Leila didn't care who was there, as long as the baby came out healthy. Ezra grimaced as Leila’s fingernails dug into his elbow.

Bianca reappeared at Leila’s side and held one of her hands. “Hey, girl, everything’s going to be okay.”

Leila gave her friend a skeptical look before another contraction racked her body .

Besides giving her breathing instructions, Ezra timed his wife’s contractions. “They’re too close together,” he said. “We’re out of time.”

“It looks like the baby is going to be born here,” Ezra gently spoke to his wife. “It’s going to be okay; God is in control,” he assured her, even though he looked hopeless.

She nodded, surrendering. “Can you ask all those people to leave? Maybe they can go and pray for me instead? Everybody except you, Bianca. I can’t have all my in-laws watch me like this.”

Andrew assumed she didn’t want him around, but  Ezra didn’t appear to be in any condition to pull the birthing process off by himself. “Can I stay and help Ezra with the baby?”

Resigned, she nodded, tears streaming from her eyes. “I guess,” she said in a voice that was barely audible. “As long as Ezra does the delivering.” 

“I’m going to ask a few people to stay behind and help us hold linens to give you some privacy,” Andrew suggested, and Leila agreed.

“Get us as many linens from the tables as possible,” he ordered, and in a matter of seconds, linens were spread on the floor for Leila to lie on, and Bianca hijacked a sofa cushion for her to rest her head. Several people lined up, facing away, and held the remaining linens up in an effort to give her privacy. 

“Let me look first and see what’s going on. If it’s time, then you can push,” Ezra said. “But we don’t want you to push before the baby’s ready.” 

Her brows pinched, and Andrew cringed at the pain he saw in her face.

“We can’t wait anymore,” Ezra said. 

Ezra pulled on a pair of gloves, so Andrew did the same as he stood to one side.

“You’re almost there, Babe,” Ezra said, peeling off her tights underneath the bridal dress. He looked under the dress, then his eyes flew up to Andrew, wide with shock. “I see the baby’s head.” He let out a nervous chuckle. “Drew! I see the baby!” His eyes glistened under the bright light.

“Is the baby okay?” Leila asked, worry edging her voice. Bianca’s hands flew to her chest in panic.

“I...” Ezra breathed, and threw his hands on his head. Not one to ever cry, tears were streaming down his cheeks. It was either joy, panic or both. Forgetting that he was in charge of delivering the baby, Ezra moved beside Leila’s head without letting go of her hand. “Honey, we’re going to have the baby,” he sobbed.

Baby and mom were going to be under stress if something wasn't done. Forgetting Leila’s orders that he stay away from the birthing, Andrew took over. Right now, she was not his sister in-law, she was any woman he would help deliver. He had undergone several EMT childbirth trainings recently, due to having joined a new firehouse.

“Leila, I need you to push!” he said, eyes intent on the top of the baby’s head.

She pushed with a groan.

“Try another hard push.”

And she did, screaming and groaning. On the fourth push, her face began to crumple as tears welled in her eyes. 

When she took another sharp intake of breath that held a note of panic, Andrew blocked out everything but the baby crowning. Pulling out the baby, he held the tiny frame covered in blood.  Should he be doing something here besides holding it? A moment went by before the baby let out a tiny piercing cry.

Andrew checked the gender and declared, “It’s a girl!”

“Adalee,” Bianca said as she darted toward Andrew, but stopped a few feet away, watching the baby in fascination.

Andrew’s heart almost exploded with joy as he gently wiped the tiny body with a cotton towel.  She felt like a peanut in his strong palm, and it felt like he could break her.

He then wiped at the tiny head full of dark hair. “What a peanut!” he said, his smile uncontainable. He had delivered babies before, but this was different—she was his niece, and he’d been a part of the process of getting her into the world! 

Ezra kissed his wife, both of them crying. 

While Ezra covered Leila with some linens for modesty, Andrew wrapped Adalee in the soft blanket Renee had handed him.

A siren wailed in the distance.

Andrew assessed the infant. The birth had gone as smoothly as unplanned labor on the floor could go, and by the time the paramedics arrived, Andrew’s grin widened as he held the squirming, fussy bundle to his chest, while Renee, Bianca, and Mom blew up their phones with pictures.

With the paramedics’ arrival, Andrew handed Adalee to Ezra, who kissed her and set her on Leila’s lap before they wheeled her out on a stretcher. She gazed at her new daughter with wonder.

Ezra followed the medics as they left to transport the baby and mom to the hospital, in case either of them needed advanced medical care. 

Music was still blasting above—thankfully the DJ had things under control.

As far as excitement went, it had been a good day. His sister had gotten married and his niece had been born, and Andrew had been a part of both.
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CHAPTER 2
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With one hand thrust in the pocket of her brown hoodie, Bianca clasped her daughter’s hand in the other as they barreled through the half-empty King Soopers’ parking lot. Daisy panted as her little steps struggled to keep pace with Bianca’s fast strides. 

Bianca tightened her grip on her daughter’s hand as a car slowed to allow them to cross toward the store entrance.

The smell of coffee from the Starbucks inside King Soopers engulfed her as soon as they walked through the sliding doors. The aroma reminded her of the full to-go cup of coffee she’d left on the kitchen counter when they’d raced out of the house this morning. 

Too bad she couldn’t indulge in the five dollar cup of coffee at Starbucks. She would have to wait until she got to work, so she could brew herself a cup in the back room.

It wasn’t until a month ago that she’d started drinking coffee. After being thrown into exhaustion from working two jobs, Bianca needed an extra boost of energy to get her through the long days.

When her mom, Carmen, broke her leg, not only had she quit her house cleaning job, but she’d needed a procedure and physical therapy afterwards. Which meant extra bills piling up, on top of  the mortgage and health insurance, all on Bianca’s income. That was the reason Bianca had gotten the restaurant job to supplement her income from the vet assistant job.

“Mom, can I get the Uploaded Lunchable?”

Her daughter’s voice pulled Bianca back from her thoughts, and she turned to the wide open refrigerated section Daisy was pointing at. It was stocked with packaged hot dogs, lunch meats and to-go lunch packages in clear plastic containers.

Daisy picked up a package with lunch meat, juice and Oreos. Not the healthiest lunch, but Bianca hadn’t gotten around to making her peanut butter and jelly sandwich this morning. Her stop at the grocery store served a dual purpose—buying something for her daughter’s lunch, and using the purchase to get cash back for Daisy’s field trip. 

Before she could agree to Daisy’s Lunchable, Bianca crouched and squinted to get a clear look at the price tag on the shelf. Four ninety-nine. “Ugh!” She plucked the box out of Daisy’s hand and gently tucked it back in between the others. 

“How about you look at these over here?” Bianca pointed to the smaller, generic version of a Lunchable. “They’re on sale for a dollar.”

Daisy frowned when she looked at Bianca’s suggestion. “But those don’t have a juice box.”

Bianca bent to be eye level with Daisy. “Honey, they do have cookies in them. It’s just the same, pizza and two Oreos, minus the juice.” She could easily buy a package with forty juice boxes for five dollars—not that her daughter needed any more sugar with Easter less than five weeks away. Candy and sugar always found their way into their house during the holidays, between school parties, church and neighborhood parties.

Bianca let out a victorious breath when, after a few minutes of debating which was what, Daisy pouted her lips in resignation and crossed her arms over her chest. “Fine,” Daisy huffed, then grudgingly pulled the dollar pizza Lunchable from the fridge shelf. 

“Hey!” Bianca peered into deep brown eyes that mirrored her own. “Right now, we can’t afford a five dollar lunch, but I will make sure to get you one next Friday.” Friday was payday at the cafe, or at least she would have enough tips gathered up by then.

Daisy’s face slowly unfurrowed and she nodded in understanding. “Can we still have our ice-cream Tuesday, though?”

Bianca smiled at the genuineness there. Tuesday afternoons, she didn’t work, and she’d dedicated them to Mommy-Daisy time after school. Her daughter had opted to call it Ice Cream Tuesday, instead.

“Counting on it.”

Misunderstanding forgotten, Daisy beamed before turning away. “Okay, we better get going so I’m not late for school.”

Bianca stopped at the fruit clearance cart and picked up a ninety-nine cent bag with five apples. She intended to add one to Daisy's lunch and keep four for her own lunch, to eat with the peanut butter she kept at work.

Having lost twenty pounds to fit into the bridemaid’s dress, Bianca wanted to maintain her new weight. It felt good to finally fit in size six.

After scanning the two items at the self checkout, Bianca pushed the button to get twenty dollars cash back for Daisy’s field trip. She grabbed the receipt and her bag, and they were out of the store.

Ten minutes later, she was in the car-line drop off.

“Don’t forget the money for my field trip, Mom,” Daisy reminded as she stepped out of the minivan and walked to the passenger window.

“Oh, yes.” Bianca lowered the window and kept her foot on the brake pedal as she reached for her black purse from the passenger seat. 

She blinked at the rumpled receipts and credit cards in the wallet, but there was nothing green in it. She dug out the receipts and tossed them on the passenger seat, her mind scrambling, as she realized she had no memory of retrieving the money from the cash dispenser. Calm down...calm down.

She let out a slow breath and gritted her teeth before speaking. “I think I left the money at the store. Do you remember me getting it out of the machine?”

“No.”

Of course she wouldn’t. She’d been busy staring and asking if they could buy the candy bars on the checkout shelves.

“I will have to bring it when I pick you up, okay?”

“‘K.” Daisy turned when one of the kids called her name. Brown curls bouncing, she darted off through the damp grass and toward the entrance with several kids who were entering the brick building. “Bye, Mom!” she called, wiggling her fingers in a little wave.
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IT WAS ALMOST AN HOUR later when Bianca settled on the swivel chair behind the tall square counter, disappointed and defeated. Of course, no one had turned in the money she’d foolishly left behind, the last twenty dollars from her account. Daisy had been counting on that field trip.

She pushed the power button on the computer, and while waiting for it to power up, she reached for the steaming cup of coffee from the table and tilted it to her lips. The scent of coffee overpowered the pet food and medicinal smell that usually emanated from the wall shelves and behind the counter.

Setting the cup down, Bianca ripped open a Kind protein bar and bit into it.

After watering, feeding and changing animal bedding for the various animals under the care of the veterinary practice, she’d gotten a recap from the doctor about today’s agenda and appointments. Thankfully, there were no offsite appointments today. From time to time, they had to go to a client’s home, especially if the case involved farm animals, like horses and cows.

The notification tone for updates rolled, and the screen lit blue with a family of Dalmations as the background. She waited for a few seconds as she shoved the last piece of her protein bar in her mouth and wiped her hands on her burgundy scrubs.

The door to her left squeaked open and one of the main owners of the clinic emerged from the examination area. Gray occupied most of Dr. Emerson’s brown hair. “Did you get a hold of the St. Bernard client?”

Bianca glanced up at the veterinarian, who ran the place with his wife. “She said she will be in at noon to pick him up. She was relieved to know that her dog just had a stomach bug and nothing major.” 

“Good!” Dr. Emerson turned to go back where he’d come from.

“Dr. Emerson?” Bianca called in a timid voice. When he looked at her, brows raised, she blurted, “Could I borrow twenty dollars?”

Good heavens, what must he think of her? She hastily explained about Daisy’s field trip, leaving out the part where she forgot to take the money from the self checkout so he wouldn’t realize he’d hired a scatterbrain. She finished with, “I just can’t let Daisy down again.”

Dr. Emerson gave her an understanding smile. “No problem. My wife is stopping by Walmart on her way here to pick up some cat litter, since we ran out.  I’ll text her and have her get twenty dollars cash back.”

“Oh, thank you so much.” Bianca sagged with relief. 

The doctor nodded and left, closing the door behind him, leaving Bianca to her work.

Their clinic wasn’t as busy as some of the big clinics she’d seen, mainly because Minga Animal Clinic was not a twenty-four hour clinic. Bianca was content at a small location, not only for the hours, but because the owners were flexible with her schedule. They probably felt for her as a single mom, so they let her work around her daughter’s school hours, from 8:30 a.m. to 2:15 p.m.

She clicked the mouse and pulled up a report of invoices that she then sent to the printer. During the slow hours, she would be stuffing the bills into envelopes to have them ready to be mailed to their clients. She closed the spreadsheet and opened the screen for the day’s appointments.

She blinked upon seeing the name on the next appointment. “Andrew Buchanan!”

Just whispering that name made her heart skip. It could very well be another person with the same name, but what were the odds, when Andrew had recently switched to her neighborhood fire station? 

Bianca knew Andrew, but only slightly. She’d bought a wall calendar with pictures of all the swoon-worthy firefighters at Firehouse 12, where Andrew worked. She’d also bought a calendar from House 15 where her friends Renee and Leila’s husbands worked. However, it was Andrew’s chiseled jaw that grabbed her attention whenever she stared at the calendars she’d hung in her bedroom.  

Her random encounters with Andrew had been enough for him to declare her insane. Some of her reactions had been worse than others. The worst one she recalled was at the Buchanans’ Christmas party.

Bianca had been invited as usual by Leila and Renee. She’d been standing in the living room with an empty cup, and Andrew made the mistake of asking her if he could get her some more hot chocolate. That part had been fine, until her eyes collided with his...

To say she got weak in the knees would be an understatement — more accurately, she  got lightheaded from forgetting to breathe, and ended up falling and nearly dislocated her knee. Which had drawn the attention of the entire room full of people.

She’d been nervous that she would experience the same thing when her gaze had collided with his at his sister’s wedding, but she hadn’t. 

As much as she’d wanted to hold her friend’s newborn, she’d chickened out the moment Andrew had glanced at her before returning his full attention to Adalee. 

Her mind replayed the wide grin on his face as he’d admired his niece. Just thinking of his genuine smile warmed her entire body, and her nerves suddenly felt tense at the thought of seeing him again today.

I need a distraction!  She lifted her hand to dig into one of the glass bowls of candy on the counter. The wrapper crunched when she ripped it off from the lollipop, which she then popped into her mouth.

They kept candy for their young clients as they waited, but on days like today when Bianca needed a distraction from stress, anxiety or you name it, the candy came in handy.

If not careful, she might end up polishing off the entire bowl today. So much for having lost weight for Renee’s wedding! 

Bianca had bought a bridesmaid dress two sizes smaller than her regular size as an incentive to do a one week detox and then two weeks on a veggie diet so that she could fit in the dress. It felt good to go three weeks without sweets, but if she kept running into Andrew, all the sacrifice she’d made would be in vain.

Sliding off her chair, she rose and tossed the wrapper in the trash, then wiped up the already clean counter. 

She turned to open the blue door to her right and stepped into the break room, where the employees stored their lunches and did the clinic's laundry. Reaching for the sponge from the sink, she dabbed soap to wash the cup, then set it on the rack.

Now self conscious, she wiped her wet hands on her scrubs, then patted her head. “My hair!” It was in a ponytail, the way she kept it when working most of the time lately. She yanked off the black hair tie and contemplated keeping her hair down, but after a second, she pulled it back into its original style, lest Andrew assume she’d fixed her hair for him.

When she returned to the front, her heart lodged in her throat at the sight of Andrew. Good thing he was immersed with his gray Great Dane, Rocky.

The dog rolled over onto his back on the ground, exposing his belly. Andrew squatted low, stroking the dog as he spoke to it. “Now you better behave, okay?”

The gentle way his muscles moved while his strong hands rubbed the dog tugged at Bianca’s heart, making her feel jealous of the dog.

Of their own accord, her feet moved forward. Get it together, Bianca. You can do this. She took in a slow breath, then cleared her throat to announce her presence.

Andrew rose at the sound and squared his broad shoulders. His clear blue eyes bore right into hers. 

“Hey... Bianca!”

All her efforts to get it together wavered the moment he said her name.

He knows my name! Oh, he knows my name.

Down went the butterflies in her stomach. Her lips parted, but her mind went blank as it whirled in unfamiliar territory. Of course Andrew would know her name, but he had never called her by it before.

It’s not a big deal that he knows your name. She realized he was still waiting for her response—at least she needed to acknowledge that she was expecting him to bring in his dog.

He thrust his hands into the pockets of his cargos. “I didn’t know that you worked here.”

“Uh...” she swallowed. “I’m your doctor.”

Doctor? She winced. Good grief,  just get a grip already. “I mean your...” She walked backwards, not remembering her job title. “I’m gonna get the doctor.”

She took another step backwards. This was getting worse. So much for not making a fool of herself, because right now, he was staring, perhaps amused, if the upward curve of his lips was any indication.

He winced and pointed behind her. “Watch out...”

Thunk!

Her body and head slammed right into the wall before Andrew’s warning could register.

He moved a few steps forward, but stopped short of touching her. He seemed to think better of it and dropped his hands to his side. “You okay?”

No, she wasn’t okay. She gave a quick nod, and a tense silence settled between them for a moment before he gestured to his dog. 

“I brought Rocky in for his checkup and vaccinations.”

Oh, yeah. That was her job—to take the vitals. “Okay.”

She found her composure and slowly walked around the counter and to the door on the left. Opening it with a click, she gestured Andrew toward the hallway, making sure to avoid staring at him.“You can follow me to the back if you would like to stay with him... during the checkup.”

She ignored the electric jolt when their hands brushed as she turned to take Rocky’s leash from Andrew. 

Once in the exam room, she set Rocky on one of the scales. Shortly after she’d entered his information on the computer,  Dr. Emerson showed up to examine the dog.

Bianca restrained Rocky and stroked his head to keep him calm. Andrew remained a silent observer, except when he answered the doctor’s questions.

“Looks like Rocky’s a healthy boy,” the doctor concluded after running his hands over the dog’s body and checking his teeth. “You’re doing a good job with him.” He made a few notes on a tablet, then administered the vaccinations.

Bianca was supposed  to sweet-pester clients to return for grooming, pet photography, doggy daycare—things they could easily do on their own at home. She would normally try to talk clients into that, but she was not about to upsell anything to Andrew.

It wasn’t until twenty minutes later, after Andrew had paid and left the clinic, that Bianca finally breathed...real breathing, so she could continue with the rest of her day.

Between the drop-in customers and the ones with appointments, it made for steady work, not too busy but enough to lose track of time.

The steady hum of the dryer occupied the break room as she tossed more dog bedding into the washer.

The sound of the door slamming caused her to look up. It was Natalie, who took Bianca’s place for the afternoon shift. She was a high school student who wanted to go to vet school after graduation.

“Hi, Natalie!” Bianca spoke over the loud dryer as she poured detergent in the soap dispenser. 

Natalie’s earbuds in her ears were an indication she didn't hear Bianca’s greeting. She pushed the start button on the washer and glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was two-fifteen, time for her to leave.

“Please tell me there’s anything edible in the fridge.” Natalie plucked the earbuds from her ears and shoved them in the pockets of her scrubs, then swung open the refrigerator. “I’m starving!” 

The last time Bianca had checked, the refrigerator held only Dr. Emerson’s leftover lunch from yesterday. Bianca retrieved her purse from the hook on the wall. “Help yourself to some apples I brought this morning.” She gestured to the corner on the kitchen counter, where she’d left her two leftover apples.

Natalie scratched her messy auburn ponytail, her hands on her hip as if assessing her options. She then winced. “I liked your snacks better when you weren’t doing this stupid diet.”

Bianca chuckled. “You’re welcome!” she said, knowing those were Natalie’s only options for snacks. “There’s lollipops at the front desk, too.” She bid her goodbye as Natalie picked up an apple from the counter and bit into it.

As she drove to Daisy’s school, Bianca thought of her many blessings—one of them being her friend Leila and Leila’s husband, Ezra. Although Leila had just had a baby, she still insisted on watching Daisy after school or whenever Bianca needed a babysitter.

If she ever went back to school for her degree, and the pay raise that came along with it, she would have to repay Leila in some way for all the babysitting she’d done over the last six years.

Bianca’s stomach growled as she came to a halt at the stop sign near the school.  She regretted not keeping one of the apples for herself. Maybe she could grab a snack from Leila’s house when she dropped off Daisy. While Daisy’s day was almost over, Bianca was just starting the second part of hers. 
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BIANCA SIGNED HER NAME in the blue folder at the rehab center’s front desk. Even though she’d been visiting her mother regularly here for the last three weeks, each person entering the building was still required to sign the book.

The smell of lemon and disinfectant hung in the building. As she walked through the long hallway, she waved to an older man in a wheelchair, then stepped aside for a young man in scrubs who was guiding a wobbling woman down the hall, as if helping her get her exercise.

When she approached the very end of the hallway, Bianca knocked at the half-open door to her mama Carmen’s room before letting herself inside.

Mama was plopped in a wheel-chair staring at the blaring  TV. 

“Hi, Mama!”

Carmen turned and smiled at the sight of her. “Hi, Mija.” She fumbled with the remote buttons until she managed to mute the TV, then tossed the remote on the bed and settled her hands on her long skirt.  “You survived three weeks working two jobs.” 

“It’s not so bad... I get some tips at the cafe, at least.” Bianca planted herself in the chair next to the window, where natural light streamed through the open blinds. Gone were her scrubs, replaced with a black t-shirt and jeans during her stop at Leila’s house. “Looks like you’re better, since you’re not wearing your gown anymore.”

Mama let out a dissatisfied sigh, and her brows pinched together. “I’m tired of this place, and I don't want to wear no more gowns or anything that shows any part of my body.”

A table had been wheeled to the side, and the food tray on top was piled with untouched pita bread, chicken, sliced cantaloupe, and oranges. Knowing it was way past lunchtime and would be too early for dinner, Bianca said, “You’ve not eaten your lunch again, Mama.”

Mama ran a hand through her short black hair, which was accented with gray strands. She glared at the food tray and spoke in disgust. “The food makes me want to throw up, and they make such terrible tortillas.” She pointed her chin to the tray. “Try that tortilla and tell me it's not the worst tortilla you’ve ever eaten.”

A laugh escaped Bianca as she shook her head. Despite living in the US for over forty years, Carmen insisted on eating only Mexican food, and spoke Spanish even though she was fluent in English.

“That’s pita bread, Mama. Remember when I ordered them from the Greek restaurant two months ago?” After asking the question, Bianca remembered that her mom had made a comment at how thick the tortillas were.

Her mom seemed to be trying to remember as she frowned through the window at the meager view of the parking lot and tall apartments across the street. 

Bianca lifted a hand in dismissal. “Never mind! Just try it, it’s good.”

“Phew!” Mama turned her face to Bianca and made a face. “They’re trying to copy a tortilla and can’t make a good one. That’s why we end up with the terrible stuff. Anyway, two more days, and I will be home.”

Bianca didn't believe that Carmen was ready to be home yet, but she wanted her mama to be comfortable. “You’re supposed to be here for another week.” 

“I’m not staying here for another week.”

That meant Bianca needed to get busy at home and move some of Daisy’s toys from her mama’s room. 

Mama and Daisy shared a room, and if she was coming home in a wheelchair or walker, Bianca needed to make sure there were no tripping hazards in the house. That would definitely be a challenge, given that thirty percent of the house was buried in Daisy’s toys.

“I will talk to the therapist and see if they can let you out early.”

“I’m going home regardless of what the therapist says.” It wasn’t a question, but a final statement, and Bianca could not argue.

Mama glanced down at the boot encasing her broken leg. “It’s going to be a while before I get back to cleaning houses, and I hate for you to work two jobs.”

It made sense for Mama to worry, because income from her job contributed to part of the mortgage. Bianca was thankful that she and John had bought the house right before the market skyrocketed. They’d gotten a locked-in interest rate at two percent instead of the current rate of almost four.

“We will be fine, Mama.” 

“As long as you dump that guy,” Mama said. “Find someone who can afford to buy us real dinner every once in a while, instead of that American food you cook.”

Mama cooked only Mexican food. Having grown up in the USA, Bianca liked a little variety in meals from time to time, so she cooked Italian or American food because she got tired of eating the same things.

“How did the coffee date go with him yesterday?” Mama asked, reeling Bianca from her thoughts.

“We cancelled...technically broke up.” That's if you can break up with someone before anything ever starts. Thomas was a thirty-five year old widower who wanted a wife to watch his five kids after school, so he didn’t have to pay for after-school daycare. “I told him to hire a nanny, but he said it would be too expensive.”

“Cheapskate!” Mama said.

“I’m a cheapskate, too,” Bianca said, not wanting to talk about Thomas in a negative way. He was a nice man, and they’d met in Griefshare last summer. Bianca had brought him to meet Mama and Daisy on their first date.

Thomas didn't bring his kids with him, but had suggested they meet at Mcdonalds so that Daisy could play.

“What man complains about how expensive Mcdonald’s burgers are?” Mama crossed her arms, “Then he fussed about the kids menu not having the one dollar chicken nuggets.” 

“Money is tight these days.” 

“Have you forgotten how he bought one soda, for all of us to share it?”

Bianca winced at the memory. He’d asked for the extra empty cups to take advantage of the free refills. Bianca shrugged. “Okay, maybe that was going a little too far.”

Thankfully, that day Mama had reserved her comments until Thomas left, when she said that he was the worst date ever. As if she knew anything about dates.

“It seems he has his own baggage.” Mama smiled. “Maybe now you can find a normal man who can be a good father to my granddaughter.”

“I don’t need a man, Mama.” She already had a daughter and a mother to take care of.

Mama waved a hand. “Nonsense. Of course you do. You're not old, although you're getting there soon—a few wrinkles are starting to show up in your face if you keep worrying and working too hard.”

Bianca rolled her eyes. “I’m not looking for a man right now.” 

“Whenever you start looking, can you go with someone who can help us fix things around the house? It wouldn't hurt if they have money, too.”

She’d intended to visit with her mama for another twenty minutes, but she knew that once Carmen started a conversation about Bianca’s dating life, there was no way of shifting it. She stood and grabbed her purse from the small bed. “I have to get to work.”

Mama looked her over. “You should start putting some of that red stuff on your lips.” She gestured a finger, searching for the word. “What's that thing people put on their lips I see in the commercials?”

“I’m not going to wear lipstick, Mama!” She bent to plant a kiss on Carmen’s dark brown forehead.

“Adiós, Mija! Bring me real Mexican food tomorrow.”

“Will do.”

She stepped out the door and, at Mama’s request, she closed it all the way.

Bianca walked back down the hallway, Mama’s words replaying in the back of her mind. Even though she’d said she didn't need a man in her life, it didn't stop her from desiring a man she felt drawn to. A man like Andrew. Although she didn’t know him that much, she knew that he was passionate about his family.

Would she apply lipstick if it meant that Andrew Buchanan would notice her? Hmm.

She shook the thought off as she fired the engine of her van. Putting the vehicle in reverse, she decided to focus on her evening shift at the cafe, because her dreams about Andrew were way out of this world. No way she and Andrew would ever be anything. She even had to laugh about that fantasy.
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CHAPTER 3
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Sitting on the counter height stool, Andrew propped his elbows on the small table and pressed the iPhone to his ear. It was the only way he could hear the frail voice speaking through the phone. 

Marcie, in her late seventies, had a lot to share when it came to people in the neighborhood. She rambled on about which neighbors had just inherited money from their deceased parents, and whose son had just gotten divorced.

Andrew tapped his feet impatiently, waiting for an opportunity to speak. He had yet to get a word in edgewise regarding the reason for his call. 

“Oh, and by the way, the Williams’ youngest grandson has cancer.”

Despite his urgency to get straight to the point, Andrew found himself sympathetic for a young child who was consumed by a deadly disease.

“Which one is this?” He didn't know anybody’s grandchild from his childhood neighborhood. Marcie’s explanation confirmed it was someone he’d never met. He made a mental note to pray for the child as Marcie shifted the conversation to the new mailman. No doubt she had a story about Andrew, too, but he didn't linger on the thought.

When Marcie stopped talking to laugh at her own joke, Andrew took advantage of the break to say what he needed to. 

“What time did you want me to come over tomorrow?” He wouldn't mind listening to a lonely widow talk all day, if he wasn’t in a hurry to pick up his brother for their snowboarding trip this morning. Weekend ski traffic started as early as Friday on 1-70.

Having taken temporary residence in his childhood home, Andrew had picked up his dad’s volunteer projects to help people in the community. Marcie needed her garage door fixed, and had a few other handyman projects around the house.

“I wake up at three am, since I get to bed at six,” the woman spoke.

Andrew chuckled. “Not that early.” Even if he went to bed by nine, he still needed a lazy morning on his days off. “I will be there first thing in the morning.”

“Woof!” This from Rocky, trying to get his attention. The Great Dane occupied half the couch, which was five inches away from Andrew’s feet. 

Once he verified the time with the woman, Andrew hung up and set his phone back on the table, glancing at the time on the screen. Nine a.m. He reached for his smoothie and lifted the glass to his lips.

The floorboards squeaked when Rocky ambled toward him. Andrew reached down to pat Rocky’s soft ear, getting his hand licked in return. “What’s up, Buddy?”

Setting his glass down, Andrew grabbed the apple core left over from his breakfast and tossed it toward the recycling bin. Rocky instantly left his side and leapt to snatch the core from mid air. The core skittered on the floor and Rocky nuzzled it.  Deciding it wasn’t edible, Rocky ran back to Andrew and wagged his tail as if hoping for something else to play with.

Andrew smiled fondly. The way he’d ended up with Rocky had been unexpected. He’d been helping the previous owners find a home for the untrained dog, but nobody wanted to take him, so Andrew ended up stuck with him.  At least, it had felt like he was stuck at first, but after attending dog training classes and getting acquainted with each other, Andrew was enjoying Rocky’s companionship. 
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THE STOOL SCRAPED THE floor when he stood up. His cell phone chimed with an incoming text.

Ezra had typed: Remember not to ring the doorbell, it's unlocked, let yourself in.

Same thing the new parents reminded him of whenever he was showing up—they didn't want the doorbell going off, in case the baby was sleeping.

He typed his response, teasing.  What a great way to make guests comfortable.

Ezra didn’t respond. Andrew gathered up his jacket from the freestanding wardrobe closet next to his bed and slung it over his shoulder.

To avoid running into each other’s feet, and Rocky ruining his parents’ house, Andrew had fixed up the fifteen hundred square foot shed that his sister Renee and his dad had built years ago—too big to be a shed, but that's what they’d always called it. 

He’d wired in electricity after moving in, and since Renee’s husband had a plumbing license, Jake helped him with the plumbing so Andrew could have running water for a bathroom and a sink. Even though the shed was one big room, Andrew had divided it with a curtain to separate the bedroom from the living room. The small bathroom was right next to the bed. 

Now that the shed looked like a livable mini-apartment, his parents thought it would be a perfect house for his grandma, if they could ever convince her to move in with them instead of into a nursing home.

After switching to a fire station in Fort Rock, Andrew had sold his house last summer. Three months later, he hadn’t found a house in his price range that he liked. He could’ve settled for something or rented if he didn’t have a place to live, but his parents had encouraged him to move in with them until he could find a house.

As much as he hated the image it painted for a grown man to be living with his parents, he’d enjoyed using his off-shift hours to spend time with his dad while they helped people in their community. 

After washing his glass with a soft soapy brush, he set it down on the rack at the small kitchen counter. He then opened the one drawer on the wall above the sink and pulled out a clear plastic  jar of dog treats. 

The dog jumped and knocked the jar from his hand. It thudded onto the boards, thankfully with the lid still intact. “You need to be patient.” He bent and picked up the container.

He offered Rocky one of the treats, and the dog all but jerked it out of his hand. Andrew crouched and rubbed the dog’s ear after Rocky had gobbled the first treat. “Okay, Buddy, I gotta go see Ezra, and I have to leave you in the kennel.” 

The dog stared at him sadly, as if he understood what he’d said. Andrew hated leaving him in a kennel, since he’d been neglected by his previous owners. Even if Andrew’s mom had insisted on taking care of Rocky, though, Andrew didn’t want to inconvenience her schedule. It was enough that she’d accepted to let the dog out to go potty and run in the yard for a few minutes.

“Last time I left you roaming free in the house, you chewed up the couch and the entire rug.” Andrew glanced at the new brown rug in front of the couch.

The dog whimpered.

“Yep, and I can’t take you with me to my brother’s house, either, because he just had a new baby. Last thing he needs is you eating up his couch and creating a ruckus.”

Andrew gave him his final treat, and Rocky obliged, after the bribe, to step into the humongous kennel next to the couch.

“Bye, Buddy!” Andrew said to the dog, and threw his coat over his shoulder as he reluctantly closed the door on his way out.
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IN LESS THAN TWENTY minutes, Andrew was standing on the front porch of his brother’s brick home. 

Two preteen boys tossed a football in the neighboring yard, and to the left, a dog barked. The beginning of March was slightly warm. That was the beauty of Colorado. One day there was extreme sun, and the next day it was snowing. 

Andrew stopped short of ringing the doorbell when he remembered Ezra’s earlier text. He twisted the silver door knob to open the door. A diffuser on the kitchen counter blasted the scent of aromatic essential oils that Andrew could never remember the names of, even though his sister in-law always spoke of them. 

Next to praying, Leila’s passions were essential oils and cooking. 

Andrew moved to the spacious living room that adjoined the kitchen, where his brother sat in the recliner, eyes closed and a wrapped-up bundle resting on his shoulder.

Ezra blinked his eyes open when Andrew neared. “Hey,’ he whispered.

Andrew inched forward to admire his niece. Her dark curls stuck out underneath the soft, hot pink blanket. “Do I have to whisper, too?” he spoke in a low voice, attempting to match Ezra’s volume.

Although her eyes were closed, Adalee stuck out her little tongue.

“She’s sort of sleeping.” 

"Aren't babies supposed to be sleeping eighty percent of the time, anyway?” Andrew sank down on the black leather couch across from Ezra, who yawned. The dark shadows underneath Ezra’s eyes were evidence of the amount of sleep he was missing. “Or maybe they don’t sleep as much.” 

“It’s hit or miss.” Ezra pulled himself up skillfully, tucking Adalee into a ball that fit perfectly under his arm. “I’ll be back.” He sauntered off to the kitchen, cradling his daughter.

Andrew’s eyes wandered to the far corner by the kitchen, where there was a mini hot pink table with two small chairs designed for someone little, like the seven year old who sat on one of them. He recognized her as Bianca’s daughter. Her head was bent and her tongue sticking out to the side while focused on a book, and her hand busily moving a colored pencil across the page.

Andrew had seen her often at Ezra’s house, mainly because Ezra and his wife were her godparents and they watched her more often than not, especially in the afternoons after school and on Saturdays when her mom worked.

He waved to catch her attention. “Hi there, Daisy!” 

Her vibrant curls swung when she spun her head toward Andrew. She smiled and dropped the crayon on the table before she scampered to him. “Hi, Mr. Andrew.”

“Are you doing your homework?” Andrew gestured to the pink table.

“No, I was just coloring, but I need to do my homework.”

She continued chattering about her day. “Aunt Leila and I are going to make bath soap and hand sanitizer using essential oils,” she announced. “But only after I get my homework done.”

“Is that so?”

“Yeah!” She nodded, her enthusiasm making her curls bounce up and down.

When Ezra and Adalee returned, Daisy babbled about her favorite color and a few other things of childish interest, before trotting back to her coloring book.

Andrew leaned back on the black leather couch and spread his arms, crossing his ankles. “So...” He grinned at his brother, who let out another humongous yawn. “How do you like being a dad?” 

Ezra smiled as he lowered himself back onto the recliner and nodded. “I gotta say, it’s a miracle that this is my daughter.” Ezra planted a kiss on the baby’s forehead. “My little peanut... there’s definitely ups and downs, like lack of sleep, for one.”

Andrew nodded in understanding. His brother had aced the exam to become captain at his firehouse, since the previous captain had recently transferred to the marshal’s office. Andrew, being a captain also, understood the extra responsibilities the job brought with it. “Still thinking of pursuing the captain position?”

Ezra let out a slow sigh. “I’m still not sure about that right now.” As if not wanting to discuss work, Ezra shifted the conversation. “Help yourself to some breakfast.” He lifted his chin toward the kitchen. “I’m pretty sure Mom’s not the kind to have anything homemade around, but we have lots of food that the church members and Leila’s colleagues have been bringing us.”

He listed the breakfast casseroles, breads, and dinners that overflowed in their fridge.

“I’m a bachelor; I get it, but I’m not eating food from people who need all the help they can get.”

Adalee grunted and wiggled in her dad’s arms.

“I need to have Peanut fed before Leila wakes up.” Ezra stood up again from the rocker and held Adalee out toward Andrew.  “Go bond with your uncle.”

––––––––
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ANDREW WAS HESITANT. “She’s so tiny.” He was using it as an excuse, hoping Ezra would get the idea that he wasn't confident about holding a flimsy baby. The last time he’d held her was at the hospital, and he’d felt like his strong arms were breaking her tiny frame.

Ezra didn’t seem to notice Andrew’s hesitance, or if he did, he ignored it when he literally settled the baby on Andrew’s lap. “Careful with the head,” he reminded, and left for the kitchen.

Adalee’s head wobbled and Andrew slipped his hand under it to prop it, pressing her close to his chest so he could get a good look at her.

She pursed her little rosebud lips. 

Andrew smiled, whispering to his niece. “You’re so adorable, you know that?”

Engulfed in her sweet baby scent, more like baby shampoo, he touched the soft, dark hair that was just like her mom’s. Her skin was so fair, it was hard to tell if she would have Ezra’s light or Leila’s dark skin color, or something in between.

Ezra returned with the bottle, giving it a shake.

“You’re doing pretty good,” Andrew said. “And you’re good at getting the milk fast.”

“I have a bottle warmer.” He tilted the bottle to drip some on his forearm. “Making sure it’s the right temperature for her.”

Andrew was fascinated at the expert way his brother handled it, as if he’d done this before. Some people were naturally born to be parents, and Ezra was one of them, since he’d always been good with kids even before he had his own.

“Here.” Ezra  held out the bottle to Andrew, who blinked in surprise.

“What do you want me to do with that?”

“You’re feeding Peanut!”

Andrew shook his head. “Never fed a baby before...”
His words were drowned when Ezra shoved the bottle in his hand. He called Daisy, “Can you please bring a bib?”

“Okay,” Daisy responded, and within seconds she trotted back with a pink giraffe bib.

“Thanks, Sweetie.” Ezra accepted it from Daisy and tied it around the infant’s neck to cover her chest.

“You used to feed Renee. Same thing.”

Andrew had been seven when Renee was born, and he’d helped feed the baby and hand diapers to their mom. “Babies back then didn’t choke as much.”

Ezra ignored Andrew’s protestations. “If we’re going to beat ski traffic, I need to get in the shower right now.” He tilted Adalee’s head onto a pillow, then asked Andrew to rest his hand underneath the baby’s head. 

Losing the argument, Andrew let out a slow breath and cautiously tilted the soft tip of the bottle into the infant's mouth. A smile curved his lips when the baby all but sucked the bottle and pulled in milk with such expertise.

“You’re just like me when it comes to food, you know that?”

In a few minutes, the four ounce bottle was empty. Andrew tried to set it on the table, but it bounced off the table and onto the rug, then rolled onto the tiled floor with a clatter.

Daisy scooted back to Andrew’s side and picked up the bottle from the floor, then handed Andrew a purple cloth.

“That’s a burp cloth,” she informed him. “If you don’t burp the baby, she’ll throw up on you.”

“Never burped a baby before.” 

“I’ll show you.” Daisy set the cloth on Andrew’s shoulder and then guided him how to rest the baby on it. “Now move your hand in circles or tap on her upper back.”

“Hmm.” Andrew peered at Daisy. “How do you know so much about feeding a baby?” 

He gently rubbed the baby’s upper back as Daisy instructed.

Her face lit up at his compliment. “I see Uncle Ez and Aunt Leila do it after Adalee eats, so she can burp. Did you know that Adalee means ‘God is my shelter?’”

He’d never asked why they ended up with that name. “No, I didn’t.”

In a matter of seconds, Adalee sent out a burp or two, and the soft smell of milk wafted from her as Andrew felt the warm spit seeping through the cloth.  

Adalee let out another sound, this time from her bottom half, and Daisy giggled. 

“Diaper change now.”

“I will let your uncle do that.”

Ezra returned in a fleece plaid shirt and warm cargos. 

Andrew held Adalee out to him. “I believe I'm gonna hand over this bundle for you to change her diaper.” 

Daisy giggled again.

Ezra winked at Daisy. “Drew can do that, right, D?” 

Daisy shook her head, a wide smile on her face. “I don't think so.”

Ezra turned to Andrew, taking the wiggly baby out of his arms. “Did you bond with your uncle?”

He planted a kiss on her cheek, with such adoration. “As soon as I’m done changing the diaper, now that Leila is awake, she should be done pumping more milk.”

Pump milk? What with? Like a machine? “Wait... wait.” Andrew rose and pointed a finger at Ezra. “You mean to tell me that I’ve been feeding Adalee breast milk?” He frowned at the thought.

“Duh?”

Andrew wrinkled his nose. “That’s so weird.”

He stared at the bottle on the table. Daisy’s irrepressible giggles filled the room.

“Hey, sweetheart,” Ezra spoke to Daisy. “Did you get your homework done?”

“Uhm...uh...” She fidgeted and stared at her feet.

Ezra winked at her. “I don’t think that your Aunt will let you make any soap.”

“I’ll go get my books from the basement.”

After Daisy scampered off, Ezra spoke to Andrew. “Stop being a whiner. You’re a firefighter...a certified EMT,” Ezra reminded him.  “You delivered Adalee, and I think that was more serious stuff than breast milk, don’t you think?”

Maybe... milk wasn't as big a deal, now that Ezra reminded him of having been part of the birthing process, but at the time, his attention had been more on the baby than where she was coming from. He slowly un-creased his brows and fired back a joke. “I had no choice but to deliver Adalee. Speaking of whiners, you bawled like a baby instead of delivering your own child.”

Ezra gave him that face he normally made when he was about to tackle him. He glanced at the bundle in his hands, then to Andrew. “You’re lucky that I’m holding Peanut right now.”

“Are we ever going to make it snowshoeing today?”

The clock on the wall showed ten thirty, much later than they had planned to leave, but things were different when he made plans with a new dad. The baby defined Ezra’s schedule for him.

“You better watch your back when we get up there,” Ezra warned. “I might tackle you down that mountain.”

“I’m game,” Andrew spoke to Ezra’s back when he turned to leave. 

At times they both got carried away with competing against each other, until they ended up tackling each other regardless of their location. 

Andrew picked up the empty bottle and carried it to the sink, then rinsed it.

“Can I call you Uncle, too? Since your brother is my uncle?”

Andrew turned to Daisy,  who stood clutching a math workbook to her chest.

“Renee is my aunt, too, because she’s mom’s best friend. She and Aunt Leila.”

“Just call me Andrew...” He opened the stainless-steel dishwasher and put the bottle on the half empty rack, closing it with a click. “Or you can call me Drew, if that’s easier.”

“Aunt Leila says that it’s disrespectful to call adults by their first names. I need to address them with Sir or Mr. or Uncle.”

“Okay, then.” What else was he supposed to do? Argue with a seven year old?

“When you get married,” Daisy continued, “I can call your wife Aunt, too.”

How could he tell a seven year old that in order to consider marriage, you have to first have a girlfriend? She was too young to be talking about stuff like this. Maybe she was bored or something.

“Would you like to watch a Saturday morning cartoon?” Andrew walked back to the living room and reached for the remote from the basket on the coffee table. When he was Daisy’s age, they used to watch Saturday morning cartoons.

“Aunt Leila says too much TV isn’t good for me. My grandma lets me watch TV, though.”

He had no idea what conversation to make with a seven year old. He’d never had to chat with kids for longer than three minutes, except for when he was educating them about fire safety or giving them a tour around the fire station.

Andrew stared at the book in her hand, remembering what Ezra had told her. “Don’t you need to get your homework done?”

She glanced down at her book, and smiled. “Oh, I better do that. I really want to make soap.”

“You don’t want to miss out, for sure.”

She scurried back to her table just as Ezra returned with his duffle bag slung over his shoulder. He bent down to give Daisy a hug and said goodbye, telling her that Leila should be out of the  bedroom soon. 

“Well, Daisy, nice to see you.” Andrew waved to Daisy as he followed Ezra out the door.

“Do I need to bring an extra snowboard for backup?” Ezra closed the door.

“Nope, I brought two extras for back up if we need them.” He’d retrieved some of the extra snowboards from the storage unit, where he kept the rest of his things. 

Ezra slid into the passenger seat of Andrew’s F250 truck, while Andrew sat in the driver seat and fired the engine.

“I thought Great Danes didn’t shed hair.” Ezra peered around the dashboard, then at the seats.

Andrew vacuumed often, but there was still evidence of Rocky’s unmistakable odor and fur throughout the car. “They don’t shed as much, but Rocky likes to pause on the passenger seat sometimes. Hard to get rid of all the hair.” He only put him in the back when he was on the highway.

Fastening his seat belt with a click, Andrew changed the subject. “That’s great that you guys still watch Daisy, even with a newborn on your hands.”

“Daisy’s pretty easy, as you can see,” Ezra said. “We didn’t want to change anything just because of Peanut. Bianca can use all the extra help right now.”

Andrew idled at the stop sign in the neighborhood while a woman crossed the road, jogging with her pooch.

“Speaking of help, since you’re feeling sorry for me for being a new dad...” Ezra cleared his throat. “Remember how you were looking for ways to plug in to the community?”

“Yes, and I’ve sort of connected with the guys at the station, been able to attend a couple of their gatherings at their homes, even.”

“That’s your work connection. I mean connecting with the people who live in your firehouse neighborhood.”
Andrew had no idea where this was going. “I’m listening.”

“I thought about how you used to play soccer, but you never continued with it because you had baseball at your fingertips.”

Andrew smiled as he thought back to when they were kids. He and Ezra had always played baseball, but Andrew had ventured out and played soccer for three seasons. He’d loved it, except it became harder to keep up with both baseball and soccer the older he got.

“What does that have to do with the community?” He turned to his brother as he waited for the green light so he could merge onto I-25 north.

“Daisy signed up for soccer, and I’m supposed to coach her team this spring. First practice starts in two weeks, but I’ve never played soccer before.”

“Why did you commit to coach in the first place?”

“At first I thought she was doing T-ball, but then she decided to play soccer instead.”

Now on the I-25, in a steady flow of traffic, Andrew leaned back. “Soccer is really easy. I can coach you, if you want.”

“I don’t exactly plan to play soccer, but I think it would be much easier for you to coach the six and seven year old team. The field is in Daisy’s community, the same neighborhood as your firehouse, and what better way to connect with the people while giving back to the community?”

“I want to get to know people, but what does that have to do with coaching kids, exactly?”

“You get to interact with their parents.”

The words ‘interact with parents’ brought Daisy’s mom to mind, the way she’d run into  a wall at the vet clinic when he called her name. Her shy fascination with him was giving him a growing panic. 

Andrew gripped the steering wheel with one hand and placed the other hand on the back of his neck. “I don’t know about interacting with parents.” One in particular.

Through the corner of his eyes, he could see Ezra staring at him.

“Why’s that?”

“Have you seen the way Bianca reacts around me?” He had a suspicion that her twisted ankle at the Christmas party had been his doing somehow, but it was hard to tell. “It’s like I have thorns that are going to prick her if she comes within my reach.”

Ezra laughed and slapped Andrew’s shoulder. “Quit gawking at her, for Pete’s sake. The way you stared at her at the wedding, I don’t blame her for being scared of you.”

“I was staring at your wife,” Andrew said defensively. He doubted Ezra believed him, but there was no way he was about to admit that he’d stared at Bianca intentionally. He would eventually tell him, if anything came out of their relationship, but at this point, there was nothing to admit to.

“Uh..huh.” Ezra smirked. “Are you trying to assure yourself or me?”

Was he? Andrew remained silent, not sure what to say without giving away his conflicting feelings for Bianca. He had no idea what to think about her, yet.

He switched lanes and jumped in front of a loud semi as he approached the I-70 exit.

“This is your chance to redeem yourself and start over with a proper introduction,” Ezra said after the brief silence. “Show her that you’re a normal person and not Mr. Charming from Mars.” He shrugged and lowered his voice. “Do it for Daisy. For you...and Bianca.”

Andrew’s entire body tingled at the mention of her name, which totally annoyed and confused him—as it had ever since he’d seen her at the wedding.

“For Daisy!” he said, his voice almost inaudible. Daisy was a happy little girl, and perhaps Ezra and Leila’s involvement somehow contributed to her happiness . The more people involved in her life, the less likely she would be to miss her dad so much—at least Andrew hoped so. “You’ll  have to help me on days that I can’t make it.”

“Deal!”

Now that Daisy’s soccer practice was going to be a part of his schedule on his days off, he hoped that the field being close to the fire station would make it easier for him to coach on his work days, if they had a quiet afternoon at work.

What better way to get involved with soccer than to play it?
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CHAPTER 4 
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Standing in front of the mirror, Bianca tugged at the sleeves of the long-sleeved black shirt sticking out from underneath the burgundy scrubs. She then pulled her long hair back into a ponytail. 

Having awakened an hour earlier than usual, she’d made eggs for breakfast instead of cereal.  She’d drunk her coffee while she read the Bible, then spent a few minutes praying, something she rarely had a chance to do lately, because of her life being on the go.

Not the best excuse, because God had to come first place in her life, just like Leila would always remind herself whenever she got busy.

Bianca could hear her daughter chattering over the TV noise as she talked to her grandma. Daisy preferred talking over eating, but she would be telling Bianca how hungry she was before they got halfway to school.

A glance at her Android on the wooden nightstand showed eight am, giving her another twenty minutes before she needed to get Daisy to school. She opened the chest drawer to retrieve her car keys. They jingled in her hand, and her wedding ring fell to the floor with a soft thud.

She picked it up from the brown carpet and gave it a cursory glance. After contemplating sliding it onto her wedding finger, she recalled the reason she’d tucked it away in the first place. The ring mark on her finger reminded her that her fingers were chubbier than they’d been twelve years ago when she got married. She would have worn the ring on a chain, but she couldn't stand wearing anything around her neck.

After several months of attending GriefShare, Bianca was finally starting to admit to herself what she had been denying for the six years since John's death—her husband was never coming back home.

She sank down on the full size bed, her mind wandering. Nothing had changed much since John's passing. They had shared the bed she still slept in. She smiled when she thought of how they used to think a small bed was the perfect size so they could keep each other warm.

She reached for the wooden frame that was propped on her nightstand, then stared at the picture from their wedding. Memories were a blur. They’d both been eighteen when they got married, not caring what their future held.

Being just out of high school, they’d had less professional jobs—Bianca worked at Wendy's and Home Depot, while John waited tables at a five star hotel and restaurant. They’d saved up enough money to put a down payment on a fixer-upper two bedroom house right before John joined the army.

She gently stroked her fingers over his face in the frame. “Daisy will be starting soccer soon. Leila’s husband is going to be her coach. He’s so good to us, and such a nice man. You two would’ve been the best of friends.”

She and Leila had been best friends way before Bianca had met John. Although Leila was two years younger and had been two grades below, they’d managed to sustain that friendship.

She set the frame back. As much as she wanted to keep John’s memory alive, never wanting to forget what he looked like, the realization had hit lately that she had to look at his picture to maintain that nearness.

She saw him in Daisy’s smile and her cheerful personality, and that should count.

Her eyes darted to the chipped, off-white paint on the wall. The same color it had been in the house when they bought it. 

Her eyes then drifted to one of the two Firefighter Calendars, where Andrew’s picture stared back at her. His chiseled face and prominent chin gave him what people would call classic good looks.

If she were to ever go on a date with him, she would definitely have to shop for a special evening dress and stilettos to match it. That's what she envisioned whenever she looked at the calendar, at least. 

A warmth rushed through her and she felt guilty for thinking about Andrew while remembering John at the same time. Closing her eyes, she tried to shove thoughts of Andrew aside and envision instead what John’s skin had felt like, how his voice had sounded. The details were all fading away—all except the sweet memory of what they had shared so briefly. The empty, aching loneliness he had left behind was all that remained.

Slowly opening her eyes, Bianca drew in a breath and reached for her purse from the end of the bed, tucked her keys and phone inside it, then pulled up from the squeaky mattress. She meandered toward her small closet, passing by the stacked boxes and her mother’s oak dresser. 

Bianca had called Ezra and Jake to help move the dresser out of her mother’s room to create enough space for her wheelchair, which Mama had decided not to use.

Crouching, she slid on her low-top All-Stars and pulled down her black coat from the rack. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she stepped out into the small hallway that led to the living room adjoining the kitchen. 

The TV blared in Spanish, and Bianca gave her half brother a cursory glance. Mateo sat on the futon, feet sprawled out on the wooden coffee table. The futon served as Mateo’s bed the few nights he stayed at the house, and it was the family couch during the day.

Mama sat at the table, her hands resting on it as she listened intently to whatever Daisy was telling her. 

Mama’s short salt-and-pepper hair was nicely combed to the back, and her long black dress covered half of the boot on her leg. They both turned toward Bianca when she approached.

“You’re ready?” Mama asked.

“Almost.”

Bianca had invited Mama to move in with her after John died. By combining their income from Mama’s house cleaning and Bianca’s job, they could manage a mortgage payment without digging too deep into their paychecks.

“Mom.” Daisy dropped her fork back onto her untouched eggs, now smothered with ketchup. “Grandma made me a tortilla roll-up with peanut butter and bananas for lunch.” 

Daisy had her grandma’s energy. Despite the doctor’s orders to stay off her foot, Mama was on a mission to catch up where she’d left off. 

As soon as Carmen had returned home, Bianca had had to make a last minute trip to a couple of thrift stores to find a bar stool so that her mama could reach the stove. Mama had promptly made a stack of flour tortillas and tostadas, enough to feed an army. 

“That’s great, Sweetie.” Bianca opened the cabinet and pulled down a package of ziplock bags. “As long as she doesn’t put much pressure on her foot,” she said as she filled a bag with nuts, hoping to indirectly relay the message to Mama not to overdo it.

“Don’t listen to them doctors, Mijita.” Mama leaned forward to whisper to Daisy, “They just want to boss everybody around. In a few days, I will make you huevos rancheros instead of the plain eggs.”

Bianca shook her head, smiling. “You better eat some of your eggs and say goodbye to Grandma, Munchkin. We need to get going.”

Daisy shoved a bite of eggs into her mouth, then gave her grandma a greasy goodbye kiss. Bianca packed her lunch in a grocery bag, then turned to her mother. “I’m going to call a handyman to get the microwave fixed, and all the other things, too. ”

Mama gave her a speculative look. “Didn’t Leila’s husband say you should call her anytime you need anything?”

“They just had a baby and they already help me so much with Daisy.” She hated intruding on the minimal time Ezra had off to catch up on resting, just to ask for  his help. 

On the way out the door, Bianca remembered the flyer she’d picked up at Daisy’s school for her brother. She sauntered toward Mateo. He was older than Bianca by three years, but his rumpled dark hair made him look like a young man in his early twenties. He flipped the remote to switch to a soccer channel.

Mateo had been in the US for the last two years, but didn’t put effort into finding a real job, prefering  to perform with a mariachi band that called him for gigs once or twice a week. He was content living on tips from customers in the restaurant.

The paper crackled when she dug it out of  her handbag and set it on the coffee table next to his feet. Her hand almost knocked over the opened bag of Flamin’ Hot Funyuns. “They’re hiring a custodian,” she spoke in Spanish. 

Even though Mateo spoke a little English, Bianca wanted to make sure that he understood what she was saying. Especially when it came to work.

She’d just paid to renew his work permit, and she had to take it upon herself to make sure that he got the job. “You don’t have to speak English or interact with anybody if you don't want to. The flyer says no experience necessary.”

Mateo barely glanced at the paper before returning his gaze to the soccer game. “I’m getting one soon,” he said in Spanish over the loud TV. “Alfonzo said he got another restaurant for us to perform at three nights a week.”

––––––––
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BIANCA SWALLOWED IN frustration, and held back the sharp words that threatened to come out of her mouth when Daisy ran across the linoleum floor to Mateo’s side.

“Bye, Uncle.” Daisy flung her arms around Mateo, knocking the remote to the floor. Her wide smile made Bianca feel like a jerk. 

“Stay out of trouble, sweet girl, okay?” Mateo said.

“Okay.” Daisy nodded cheerfully.

Not having a lot of family around, Daisy clung to any family members or friends in Bianca’s life. It was evident how much she loved having her uncle around.

Just like every other time in the car, Daisy had soccer on her mind, especially with her first practice being  tomorrow. Daisy had been talking about it for the last two weeks.

Accompanied by the swishing of the wipers as they brushed the soft snowflakes from the windshield, Bianca listened to  her daughter’s excited chatter. 

“Did you already put my shoes in the car?” Daisy bounced in her seat.

“You did, two nights ago.” 

Daisy giggled. “Oh, silly me. When you pick me up from school, can we just go straight to practice instead?”

“You will need to eat something first. Plus, you get out at two-thirty and practice starts at five, Sweetie. That's a lot of time waiting around the field.” Bianca glanced through the rearview mirror to watch her daughter’s reaction. 

Daisy threw her head back and groaned.

A car honked and Bianca’s eyes flew back to the road, straightening her car in her lane.

“You’ll end up doing laundry and all sorts of things if we go home...and then we’ll be late.”

She didn't blame Daisy for assuming they would be late. They’d been late to several places lately, not for school as much, but whenever Bianca needed to catch up on chores at home.

“Can I play at the playground while we wait for the game to start?”she wheedled when Bianca remained silent.

Waiting for two hours at a playground while Bianca could be getting dishes or laundry done seemed like wasting time, but time spent with her daughter was never wasted. “I guess we’ll have to eat at McDonalds, then.”

“Yay!” Daisy clapped her hands, and Bianca didn't need to see her eyes to know that they were bright with excitement.

Mama didn’t mind eating leftovers, at least. Bianca didn't worry about planning for Mateo because it was hard to keep track of what nights he stayed at the house and the nights he stayed with his friends.

“Are you going to stay and watch me at my first practice?” Daisy asked.

Ezra being the coach, he and Leila had offered to get Daisy to her practice since Bianca worked on Wednesday afternoons, but she’d taken the first two Wednedsays off so she could watch. “I will be there.”

She slowed when she went over the speed bumps on Pria Street, following the jeep in front of her to the drop-off car line. Several kids and adults traipsed across the grass, heading to the  brick building. 

Bianca waved at the man in a yellow vest who held a stop sign as he helped direct the flow of traffic. She finally came to a stop when it was her turn to pull the car forward. The door to the van slid open. 

“I love you, Mom.”

“I love you, Honey.”

“I can’t wait for soccer tomorrow.” Daisy hopped out, her Disney Frozen backpack on her back, then darted to join a couple of girls that Bianca recognized as her daughter’s classmates.

It wasn’t until Daisy made it into the building that Bianca drove off.

Daisy’s excitement for soccer was growing on Bianca. It warmed her to see how happy her daughter was. Even though sometimes she assumed Daisy was unhappy because she didn't have a dad like all her friends did, Bianca was going to do her best to be the parent Daisy needed. How she was going to do that while juggling two jobs, she had no idea, but she was willing to try.

“My lips to your ears, God!”
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CHAPTER 5
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As usual, Andrew’s twenty-four hour shift started at six-thirty am. Forty-eight hours at work would be followed by seventy-two hours off.

Although the rest of the crew would normally arrive an hour later, being one of the two captains at Firehouse 12, Andrew arrived early so that he could get a detailed report from the overnight shift’s lieutenant.

The station was a two-story brick building, with sleeping quarters and a gym upstairs. Both Andrew’s and the chief’s offices were downstairs to the side of the kitchen, living and dining room.

“Woof!” Rocky barked  at the sound of  the cheerful banter outside Andrew’s office. The ruckus usually happened while the overnight shift was departing and the morning shift was arriving.

Andrew tore his eyes off the computer and spoke to Rocky, who was now pacing back and forth between the glass window and the door.

“Ready to greet the team, bud?”

Rocky panted, sticking out his tongue. 

Pushing back his swivel chair, Andrew rose, and Rocky sped past him as soon as he opened the door. 

Andrew breathed in the smell of bacon, coffee and firehouse all mingled together as he wandered toward the kitchen. The kitchen, living room, and dining area were all adjoined in one big rectangle.

Before Andrew could register what his dog was doing, Rocky leapt for Mason’s hand.

"Dude!" The junior firefighter turned, snarling at Rocky, who was licking his lips. “You just ate my bacon! Do you ever wonder why your owner gave you up?” 

Andrew had worked hard to train Rocky, but as far as chewing things and jumping after people’s food went, he hadn’t figured out a solution yet.

“Rocky!” Andrew snapped his finger to catch the Dane’s attention. Staring the dog in the eye, he said, “You can't keep eating people’s food.”

Mason grunted, “Yeah, right, as if he can understand what you’re saying.”

“Still working on it,” Andrew patted Rocky on the head. “That’s if he’s going to make it as a station dog.”

At times Rocky seemed to understand what Andrew was saying, but it was hard to tell. Regardless, Andrew pointed toward the living room, to Rocky’s doggy bed. “Go and sit! No truck rides for you today.”

Rocky’s big eyes drooped before he ambled off to join two guys who were flopped on the cushy recliners, eyeing the morning news on TV. 

Andrew apologized to Mason, something he found himself doing often whenever Rocky chewed another colleague's shoes or leaped for their food.

“That’s why you put your food on a plate instead of wandering off with a piece of bacon in your hand.” This from Zeb, the senior firefighter who was stacking bacon on a plateful of potatoes and eggs.

Even though they took turns cooking meals during their shifts, they’d decided to skip cooking breakfast. Since people in the community brought in doughnuts and pastries almost daily, there was no sense in preparing a morning meal. Zeb, on the other hand, insisted on making breakfast whenever it was his turn to cook.

“S’up, Buchanan?” Andrew’s close friend and fellow firefighter, Levi, greeted from the far corner of the counter, where he lined up three cups next to each other, pouring liquids into each one.

Levi's dream was to someday open a restaurant  that would serve unique beverages. For that reason, he was always mixing drinks and looking for people to test his concoctions.

“Just don’t burn down the kitchen, Gilinsky,” Andrew said just as two guys tore past him and stretched their hands out to the marble counter, both reaching for the only chocolate donut in the box. 

“Got it!” Chet said, grinning as he bit into the donut.

The other man grumbled as he put a plain donut onto a napkin.

Most of the overnight crew mingled with the morning shift around the long dining table, big enough to seat twelve. By their comments and snickering, Andrew had no doubt that the jokes were at the expense of another member.

One man had his head back, his deep laugh filling the small room.

Intrigued, Andrew grabbed a napkin, then cut a cake donut in half, leaving the other half in the box. He then went around the counter and leaned back against it, biting into his donut as he tried to grasp the conversation.

Andrew turned to check on Rocky, whose eyes were trained on the TV, occupying half the couch as if he owned it. 

Taking another bite of his donut, Andrew listened to Peter from the overnight shift share his reasons for staying to work another twenty-four hour shift. He was afraid to face his wife after forgetting her birthday for the second year in a row. “I’ve been paying for it up until three months ago. You would think I’d remember.”

“Take her to a fancy dinner, somewhere she’s never been before,” Chet suggested,over a mouthful of the donut.

“Did that two years ago when I forgot our anniversary.”

“Forgetting is what you do best, isn't it?” A perky female paramedic said as she ate her cereal. “Take her on a shopping spree. Women like that.”

“What do you think, Cap?” Peter, peered at Andrew.

Even though Andrew was still new to the station, he was not confident enough to give advice in relationships, but he offered, “Honesty.” He brushed his hands together to rid the donut remnants. “ Best thing you could offer in a relationship.” 

“Cap, try this!”

He spun, turning to Levi, who held a steaming ceramic mug toward him.

Andrew stared at the brown, milky-looking liquid as if it were about to bite him. He then looked down at Levi skeptically. The last time he’d tried Levi’s apple-lemon juice mix, it had left his stomach churning for the rest of his work tour, so, no, thank you.

As if reading into Andrew’s mind, Levi glanced at the cup in his hand and shrugged, lifting his thick eyebrows. 

“So that wasn’t my best creation.  My wife threw up after she tasted it. I got carried away with the ginger.” He winced as if remembering the scenario. “You’ll like it this time, nothing hot chocolate can’t fix.”

“I need to know all the ingredients before I drink it.” Andrew took the mug from him.

Levi  grinned and spoke with enthusiasm, as he counted on his fingers. “Hot cocoa, coffee, chai tea, a tad of vanilla and cinnamon.”

The hopeful expression on the man’s round face had Andrew tilting the mug to his lips, careful to take a tiny sip in case he ended up not liking it.

Not bad. He turned to Levi, whose eyes were wide as he waited for the verdict. “I think that’s a winner there, Gilinsky.”

“Yes!” Levi pumped a fist in triumph. “Feel free to finish the rest.”

“You’re forgetting that I don’t drink coffee.” He did, but rarely. It tended to interfere with his sleep, but it was still early, the beginning of a forty-eight hour shift. He lifted a shoulder.  “I guess today can be my caffeine day of the week.”

Andrew broke up the gathering at around eight o’clock, when the night crew left. 

The roar of saws being started filled the firehouse as some of the men made sure the equipment was in working order before their first call came in. Andrew spoke over the noise, going through the day’s agenda. Responding to fire, medical calls and all scheduled activities were altered depending on emergency incidents.

“We will do ladder drills between our calls,”Andrew continued.  He looked at the calendar on his tablet before gesturing his chin to Lydia Bryant, one of the EMTs. “Bryant, don’t forget the fire safety training at the nursing home in a couple of hours.”

“While you’re there, don’t forget to get your vitals checked, too,” one of the guys joked, earning a hand gesture from the EMT.

Andrew was easily connecting with the team. It was either because he was the captain, or because he’d invited them to the family barbeques, like Ezra often did with his colleagues. It had given him the chance to know his team outside of work.
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THEIR FIRST CALL OF the day was at a construction site. One of the workers had fallen into a sinkhole that formed as the crew tunneled through the basement. His injuries had not been complicated as far as construction site accidents went. 

They returned for their mid-morning ladder drills, then cleaned the truck while Zeb and two others cooked lunch.

Just as they settled down to eat Zeb’s simmering ribs, another call came in for the middle school in the neighborhood. 

A fourteen year old is on the roof, and threatening to jump.

Since the Engine truck was the only one called, Andrew and Levi, with the junior firefighter, rolled together. No heavy gear would be required.

In a few minutes, Andrew had climbed the stairs to the roof access and was squatting beside Preston, with a little help from the gym teacher, who had turned on loud music in the gym long enough to allow Andrew to sneak up on the slim boy. 

Preston had a hood over his head and was staring down, as if assessing the drop from the roof to the grass. A teacher stood on the grass below, watching Preston in silence. All the other students had been sent inside the building when  Preston had been spotted on the rooftop.

“Preston...”

He startled and spun around upon hearing Andrew’s voice. He was within reach for Andrew to grab him if the boy decided to jump off, but from the frantic way he’d stilled himself when he thought he was falling, Andrew guessed he was bluffing about throwing himself down.

Andrew kept his voice calm as he spoke to the teen. “So, tell me, what was it like to climb up here?”

“How do you know my name?” Preston scooted away from the edge, raised his chin and crossed his arms.

“You’re popular.  Not many kids your age climb up on a roof at a school playground.” Preston probably wanted to stand out—otherwise why would he climb up here, and then scare the teachers that he was going to jump?

“Do you know that you could easily get hurt?” In case he didn’t care about his life, Andrew assumed he was old enough to understand the repercussions. “Your teachers would be devastated, and blame themselves for not keeping you safe at school.”

Preston’s brown eyes bore into Andrew’s, as if listening. “Then your parents...”

“I don’t have parents.” Preston averted his gaze down to the field. "Mom’s dead... Dad’s in jail.”  

Poor guy. Andrew’s heart constricted as he sensed fear and vulnerability in Preston’s voice. Perhaps he was doing all this to get attention.

Andrew had always had parents who gave him all the love and assurance he needed to boost his confidence. He let out a heavy sigh. “Who...who takes care of you?”

Still not meeting Andrew’s gaze, Preston said, “My grandma.”

Thank goodness for grandparents. “Don’t you think your grandma would fall apart if anything happened to you?”

He shrugged. “I guess.”

He had no idea if Preston had visited the fire station before, but he needed to get him down without forcing him, and a bribe seemed his best option. “If we survive making it down that ladder together...” Andrew motioned to the ladder, trying to make light of the situation. “I’ll talk to your grandma. Maybe you can come over to the fire station and hang out with the firefighters.”

Preston rolled his eyes as if bored by Andrew’s proposal, then raised an eyebrow in a disinterested way. “Do I get to ride in the truck?”

Why would he want to hang out with a bunch of adults? "I can arrange that."

“For reals?” Preston’s voice grew louder as he exposed his braces with a crooked smile.

“Sure. If we’re not too busy, you can even join us on the hose and ladder practice drills we do in a parking lot.” Seeing he had Preston’s full attention now, Andrew warned, “None of that will happen if you throw yourself down and end up in the hospital with broken bones.”

“Oh...” Preston chewed his lip. He probably hadn't thought it all through.

“I’ll stay in touch with your teacher to make sure you’re on your best behavior for the rest of the week, though.”

“I will be, Mister.” His face softened.

Andrew stretched his hand. “Ready to get down?” 

Preston obliged and accepted Andrew’s hand in his small one. When they reached the ladder, Preston froze, looking down in surprise. “My grandma’s down there.”

“I’m sure they called her. She’s probably worried about you.”

Preston scrunched up his face. “I’m in trouble, huh?”

“Maybe not,” Andrew assured him. “They will probably just ask you some questions, make sure you’re not going to hurt yourself.”

Preston’s shoulders slumped in resignation, but he took another step toward the ladder. Andrew let out a breath as he guided the boy safely down with him.

With Preston safely in the school counselor’s office with his grandmother, Andrew stayed behind with the teacher in charge to get a detailed report, normal procedure whenever they responded to a call.

Andrew spoke to the frantic teacher outside in the playground.  The clear blue sky with the spring breeze was exactly what Andrew needed after dealing with the teenager. “What exactly happened?”

“The janitor forgot the ladder outside, and when we walked to the playground for recess, I didn’t even look around. The next thing I hear is Preston’s voice calling from the rooftop.” The teacher switched the conversation to Preston’s shift in behavior lately. “His dad came out of jail last month, but then he went back last week.”

Andrew's iPad clicked as he jotted down the notes, which he would be transferring to the detailed report on his computer before the end of his shift. 

They were back at the firehouse fifteen minutes later, and polished off their lunch.

The rest of the afternoon, while his teammates caught up to their training and workouts, Andrew shut himself into his office to type a report of the school incident, then took care of a few invoices that needed to be sent out by the end of the day

When night came, sleeping was hit and miss, which was not unusual. The firefighters responded to a domestic violence call at midnight—an overly drunk man who’d gotten in a fight with his wife. The wife had called 911, and Station 12, being the closest, had been the first to respond until the police arrived and took it from there.

The second call had been a simple medical call at two am, which made it hard for him to get back to sleep afterward.

They stayed busy for the rest of their forty eight hour shift, and when it came to an end, Andrew was exhausted and ready to catch up on sleep. He was grateful that he didn't have anything scheduled for the day as he passed on the overnight report to the next shift Lieutenant.

Ten minutes later,  Levi walked beside him out to the parking lot. He adjusted the strap of the duffle bag on his shoulder.

“Coming to Zeb’s tomorrow night to watch the basketball game?” Levi asked. 

“I have plans.”

Levi snorted. “Mid-week evening plans for a single dude?”

“I have a life beyond the fire station, you know.”

The early morning sent a brisk breeze as they approached the cars that were parked far apart behind the building.

“Dating again?”

He spoke to Levi more than the others, but Andrew hadn’t confided much about his relationships yet, except when Callie’s name had slipped out in one of their conversations and Levi had pried, demanding to know who Callie was. Andrew explained she was his ex, and that they’d broken up when she moved out of state.

“Nope, I’m coaching kids’ soccer tomorrow.”

Levi stilled, his face a mask of  disbelief when Andrew peered down at his dark brown eyes. “You’re coaching? How did you get reeled into that when you don't even have a child?”

Andrew resumed walking as he told Levi about filling in for Ezra. “Plus, it's a great way to get to know people in the community.” 

“Interesting, Cap.” Levi’s keys beeped when he pressed his key fob. “That’s a great cause!”

Andrew retrieved his own keys from his bag as he approached his truck.

Preston came to mind, then Daisy. 

How many kids on the soccer team were in Preston’s situation? Kids who needed someone to step in and coach their team?

Then kids like Daisy, who had a single parent who wanted to be there for their child, but had no time because they had to work hard to provide for their family financially.  

For the first time, he gave thought to his new role as coach, and he felt good about accepting the responsibility, hoping he would be making a difference to these kids.
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CHAPTER 6
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Several cars were scattered throughout the medium sized parking lot when Bianca pulled up to park between an Escape and a Highlander.

She pressed the button to open the back passenger door, and Daisy hopped out of the mini-van.

No doubt she’d unbuckled herself way before they’d made the turn onto the lot.

“I’ll see you at the field,” Daisy said and turned to leave.

“Wait!” Bianca jumped out and ran around the front of the car. She reached for Daisy’s arm and pulled her back just as the Honda Pilot honked to cross in front of them. 

Bianca would normally be running late because she would forget one thing after another, but thanks to Daisy’s enthusiasm for the game, they’d made good time. 

Soccer practice and games were held at Fort Rock park, right next to the middle school. Adults and kids of various ages crossed through the parking lot and onto the green field.

The mid-March showers brightened the grass to a lush green, and Bianca breathed in the smell of rain mingled with freshly cut lawn. Spring sports were still hit and miss, since there were no guarantees about when snow and rain could cause a game to be called off.

Daisy squirmed out of Bianca’s hold  and skidded ahead through the open field. 

The evening sun was now low over the horizon and Bianca zipped her light jacket all the way up against the mild breeze. She squinted and peered in search of Field Five, where Daisy’s team was supposed to meet.

It hadn’t occurred to her that there would be several teams practicing on the same day, but the field was sectioned off with black lines according to different teams.

Bianca passed the playground, which echoed with kids’ happy squeals, and walked further down toward the soccer nets scattered throughout the field.

“Where in the world is Field Five?” she mumbled to herself after passing two different adults who were setting up orange plastic cones in fields with no numbers written on them, whistles dangling on cords around their necks.

Just as she was about to ask the feisty looking woman placing the cones, Daisy’s voice reeled her back.

“Mom!” Daisy called again as she ran back toward Bianca. “I found our field, and Mr. Drew said I can help him set up the cones.” Her voice was cheerful.

Bianca’s steps faltered and she blinked, her eyes peering over the several heads of people to make sure that she’d heard Daisy’s words right.

Drew was Andrew, as far as she knew, But she couldn't see Andrew yet. Maybe she’d heard Daisy wrong. 

“Did you just say Andrew? He and your uncle look alike...” Not exactly, but she was just clinging to any hope that she wouldn’t run into Andrew today.

“Uncle Ez said he and Mr. Drew were going to take turns coaching me.” Daisy skipped as she spoke, her words bouncing off her tongue. “Uncle Ez told me to let you know.”

Bianca’s heart began thumping wildly. Good thing Daisy was too excited to notice the panic on Bianca’s face. 

“Isn’t that great, Mom?” Daisy tugged Bianca’s hand.

“Yes.” Bianca’s voice wavered, excitement and uncertainty all mingled up. “It’s...great!” Her words came out in barely a whisper. 

Daisy left Bianca and darted back to the field ahead.

Slowing her steps, Bianca stopped one field short when Andrew’s muscular frame came into view. Her mouth went dry while she watched the strong muscles that rippled through the navy t-shirt as he tossed out the balls from a mesh bag.

Even though she couldn’t hear Daisy’s voice, Bianca could tell she was chattering away as she followed in step with Andrew. When he handed her the ball, Daisy kicked it toward the net.

As if sensing her eyes on him, Andrew turned and met her gaze.

Ouch! She got caught ogling.  She bit her lower lip furiously before she lifted a shaky hand to wave at him.

He waved back and resumed whatever he was doing. Daisy waved her over, then cupped her hands to her mouth and yelled, “Mom, our field is over here.”

I know. 

It was silly to be standing one field over. Unless she wanted Daisy to attract an audience by calling her again, Bianca had better walk closer to their field to join the row of parents who were setting up blankets and folding chairs.

This being her first sporting event, Bianca made a mental note to be prepared next time.

As more parents and kids arrived, the field filled with six and seven year old boys and girls, most of them beaming with toothless grins as Andrew high-fived them. Several kids were aimlessly kicking the ball, and Andrew clapped his hands to catch their attention.

Bianca turned to the field next to theirs when the whistle blew. Andrew would probably need a whistle, too, at some point during the season. While most of the kids stood in a circle where he wanted them, a few others kept kicking balls.

“Okay, kids,” Andrew said. “My name is Andrew, but you can call me Drew, if that’s easier. I’m going to be your coach.”

He spent several minutes chatting with the kids, asking their names and getting to know them, but they kept interrupting each other in their eagerness to respond. Andrew reminded them to raise their hands and take turns talking.

Standing a few yards away, Bianca tried to listen to their responses, but she was too far away to hear the children’s voices.  

“Soccer is supposed to be fun,” Andrew said. “Today we will break into teams.  In other words, we are going to play positions. Come game day, we will be competing against other teams.”

Bianca stared at a boy with shaggy blonde curls, who plopped on the ground and started yanking at the grass. Two little girls whispered to each other, then giggled. Daisy, on the other hand, was wide eyed, taking in all of Andrew’s information about mid-fielders and defenders.

Bianca had no idea what coaching soccer entailed, but she doubted the kids would remember all the information their coach was drilling into them.

“All right, let’s do this.” Andrew clapped his hands and split the kids into two groups. He then reached for a mesh bag and plucked out netted yellow vests, which he handed to one group of kids.

“Dexter, right?” he called the boy who’d been yanking grass earlier and handed him a vest. 

“My name’s Colt.” the kid corrected as he wiped his hands on his shirt and took the vest from Andrew.

“You’re going to be the goalie on team A.”

“What's a goalie?” Colt frowned.

If he’d been paying attention instead of eating grass, he would know exactly what goalie meant. “I just explained a few minutes ago,” Andrew said, then repeated his explanation to the boy, who immediately got sidetracked when a soccer ball rolled toward him.  He kicked it back toward the boy who’d accidentally sent it his way, and the two began kicking it back and forth to a chorus of whining from the other kids who wanted a turn.

Andrew reminded them to pass to their teammates, which resulted in a chaotic stampede for the ball. He yelled for them to play their positions, but the kids didn’t seem to hear as they all barreled in the same direction, aiming for one net.

That continued until one boy snatched the ball and refused to pass it.

“It’s mine!” he pouted, squeezing the ball tight to his chest.

Andrew lowered himself to the boy’s level, speaking to him in the same gentle way Bianca had seen him speak to his dog.

His gentleness didn't seem to work with the boy, Bianca realized, when Andrew pulled up and walked to the side, retrieving another ball that he tossed to the group of kids to use, instead. Andrew wiped his glistening face with his arm—no doubt he was exhausted.

“Can we drink some water?” Colt’s shoulders sagged.  “I’m thirsty.”

“I could use a water break myself.” Andrew clapped his hands and called for a water break. Daisy ran toward Bianca, a wide smile on her face.

Bianca retrieved a King Soopers water bottle from her black purse and twisted off the cap before handing it to Daisy

“Mom,” Daisy panted, her face glistening with drops of sweat as she leaned  her head back to sip the water. “This is fun! Did you see me?” she asked, handing the bottle back to Bianca.

Half the time she’d been ogling the coach. “You’re doing a great job, sweetie.” She ruffled her daughter’s damp hair, and Daisy ran back to join the other kids for the second ‘half,’ which Bianca assumed would only last ten minutes, given the fact that it was a forty five minute practice. 

Andrew ran back and forth with the kids for several minutes, scurrying from one goal to the other. 

The girl with blue dye in her hair trudged back to her mom and whined about not wanting to run. Other kids wandered off to kick the ball at the side of the field, but Andrew paid no attention to them. 

If Daisy had any problem with running, her face didn't show it. Her smile was wide as could be, and she did everything the coach instructed.

By the time practice was over, the team had surely done a lot of running, and even practiced some maneuvers.

Daisy dashed to Bianca’s side. “Mom!” she said. “Did you see how fast I ran? I almost ran as fast as Mr. Drew.”

Bianca handed her the water bottle. “I can tell you’re having fun.”

“I like my coach.” Daisy said. “I’ll tell Uncle Ez that Mr. Drew did a good job.” She tilted the bottle to her lips, trickling some  on her blue shirt. She handed the bottle back to Bianca, just as Andrew called for the kids and parents to gather around for a briefing.

A perky redhead was talking to Andrew loud enough for Bianca to hear that she was a soccer mom. Bianca didn't miss the flirtatiousness in the woman’s facial expressions.

Maybe Andrew had a thing for redheads, since his ex was one.  From what Leila and Renee said, they’d broken up by mutual agreement when she moved out of state.

The current redhead pursed her full blown red lips and dramatically set her long, painted nails on her chest as she spoke. This time, whatever the woman was saying was drowned out by the noise of kids shoving each other aside to get to the front.

It was no surprise to Bianca that Andrew was used to being flirted with. He was the kind of man who would never be single, because it was obvious that all the women considered him handsome. His jaw had several day’s worth of growth, giving him a rugged look.

Distracted by the kids’ noise , Andrew abruptly turned away from the redhead and introduced himself again to the parents.

“We have one more practice next week, before our first game,” he said. “I will be sending you an email with the game schedule.”

RedHead raised her hand and Andrew pointed at her. “Yes?”

“I’m Sarah, by the way, “ she addressed the rest of the parents. Bianca assumed it was her indirect way  to tell Andrew her name. “I will be in charge of snacks.” She turned back to Andrew. “Maybe the coach can give me your email addresses and I will send out a sign-up sheet so everyone can bring snacks to the game.”

Andrew kept his eyes on the group of parents in front of him. “It's up to the parents whether they're okay with me passing  along the email list.”

He then reminded, “Practice is next Wednesday. We're going to kick it up a bit.”

Bianca couldn't believe it. Kick it up after all that work out today? Did he think he was training a military camp? 

As if he suspected an inner battle of her thoughts, his eyes found hers at the back where she stood, sweeping over and holding steady as she glanced down.

He then cleared his throat. “Okay, then, we have shirts here.” He gestured to a mound of blue t-shirts piled on the bleachers.  “Each parent can come pick out a shirt for their kids. I don’t have the list of who ordered what size, but they are all stacked up according to size.”

“Do I have any volunteers to assist me on the field?” he asked. “My schedule varies and my brother might help me coach from time to time.”

Two dads offered to help.

When the parents started digging for shirts, Bianca sped to the pile of t-shirts, and picked a small size for Daisy. 

Even though it would be courteous to stay and thank Andrew for sacrificing his evening to coach Daisy, she had no idea if she was capable of interacting with him, and she intended to escape as soon as possible.

Thankfully, he was busy chatting with Sarah. 

Bianca felt like puking when Sarah laughed at what seemed like her own joke. She rolled her eyes and took Daisy’s wrist. “We have to go,” she said, and all but dragged her away from the circle.

“But, mom, I want to stay and help Mr. Drew clean up the field.”

“He has plenty of parents who are desperate to help.” She didn't miss her emphasis on desperate.

“Why are you not desperate to help?”

Bianca blew out an exasperated  breath. She should be desperate, for more reasons than just wanting to be near Andrew, but she could barely hold his gaze. How was she supposed to work beside him?  “We have to get home and eat dinner.”

“We already ate dinner.”

Oh. She’d forgotten. “It’s a school night.”

Daisy yanked her hand out of Bianca's and turned as if walking back. 

“You won’t be at practice at all next week if you don’t start walking toward the car right now,” Bianca threatened.

She wasn't serious about her missing practice, but it worked—Daisy let out a frustrated sigh and folded her arms across her chest, following at a snail’s pace which caused Bianca to keep turning her head to make sure she was following.

Even though she’d managed to avoid talking to Andrew at the practice, she still had a thing for him brewing inside, and making an escape today was not going to stop her from fantasizing. What was she going to do about that?
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CHAPTER 7
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The field buzzed with excitement. Kids dressed in neon colored shirts darted around, and cheers accompanied by hand-clapping reverberated from the teams surrounding them. 

Andrew’s shoes scrunched on the damp grass as he walked from one end of the field to the other. He needed to remind his players to maintain their position as they kicked the ball. He curled his hand into a fist to keep his frustration at bay. It was not even halftime and their team was already losing by six points. They had yet to score a single goal.

With last night’s downpour, he’d expected the game to be cancelled, giving him a chance to squeeze in one more practice before their first game, but that hadn’t happened.

The man in a black and yellow striped jersey blew the whistle for a half time break and Andrew gathered his team into a huddle for a briefing.

Andrew had been joking when he told the kids to play positions, he hadn't actually expected  a referee.

Why his nerves were trembling already was beyond him. Two weeks of practice should get them a win, shouldn’t it? “Okay, Blue Dolphins, who wants to win?” 

A chorus of “Me!” arose from the kids as most of their hands shot up. A couple of girls decided it was a good time to braid each other’s hair while he addressed the group.

“You’re all doing a great job out there!” he encouraged, needing to boost them up with a pep talk. “But if we play  a little harder, we can win this.” It would be a miracle if they scored anything today, but he had to make them believe they could win.

“What if I can't block the ball from getting into the net?” Dex, the designated goalie, asked.

“You can do this,” Daisy encouraged the freckled boy. “Mr. Drew told us last time that it's not about playing hard, but it’s about being smart. Goal keeping is all about strategy.”

Andrew grinned at Daisy, proud that she remembered what he’d told them during last week’s practice. He lowered himself and raised his hand to give Daisy a high five. “Great team spirit, Daisy.” Smart kid. 

He turned to address the rest of the kids. “Daisy’s right.” He emphasized Daisy’s point with hand movements. “Soccer is all about physics, applying the necessary amount of force at the correct angle. Anybody have any questions?”

A skinny girl raised her hand and asked, “Did you see that dog at the sand pit?” She pointed at the chihuahua digging up sand in the pit a few yards away from their field. “It’s been eating sand the entire time.”

All the kids spun their heads in the direction of the sand box.

“It’s so cute.” A dark skinned girl turned to leave. “I’m gonna go play with him.”

“Me, too,” said another. 

“Hey, come back!” Andrew hollered. Last thing his team needed was a distraction.

The whistle for them to return to the field blew. Thankfully, the parents intervened and herded their kids back to the field.

Andrew gritted his teeth when one of the boys on his team recklessly kicked another ball throughout the field. As if that wasn’t enough, he grabbed the main ball and clung to it while sitting on the other ball in the center of the field.

Not sure if the boy would listen to him or not, Andrew clenched and unclenched his hands.

“Hey, you can't touch the ball!” The referee pointed to the kid.

Andrew walked over to talk to him. Thankfully, the boy’s dad came and dragged him off the field, and Andrew replaced him with a girl.

The game continued with cheers erupting from parents on the sidelines. “Go Tigers!”

Their opponents kept scoring and Andrew’s team had not yet scored a single goal.

“I can’t remember how I'm supposed to kick.” This from a  freckle-faced  boy with short hair. “Do I kick with my left leg or right?”

“Either is fine,” Andrew said, dragging a hand through his dampened hair, then waved the boy back. “Now go back and play.”

His heart raced; he definitely had to rethink his coaching strategy after today’s game. 

“Phil, stop dancing in the middle of the field!” one of the moms yelled after her son.

The Tigers seemed to know what they were doing, Andrew thought, as more cheers came from the sideline fans. “Goal!” 

“Trey.” Andrew gestured to one of his players, who’d abandoned his station in the middle of the game. “Come on, we need you.” He kept his tone urgent rather than sharp.

“Trey.” This from the boy’s guardian, who looked like the grandpa. “Put down that darn notebook!”

“I'm drawing the players, Dad.”

Andrew just shook his head and stepped to the side, his muscles tense. The final whistle to end the game couldn’t have blown at a better time.

Andrew's team lost by ten points.  The only goal they had was the one the Tigers had accidentally kicked into their net. 

His assistant coach rounded up the parents from both teams to form two rows, joining hands in the middle to make a tunnel. The kids exposed their toothless grins as they went through the tunnel several times. 

Andrew’s heart felt light, seeing his team excited about the tunnel after such a loss. Even if they were just six and seven year olds, a win wouldn’t hurt.

The Tigers hadn’t played positions, he’d noticed. All the kids chased after the ball and scored as they went.

Sarah handed out snacks as Andrew wiped sweat from  his forehead with his hand. He felt small fingers wrap around one of his legs. Daisy. He looked down at her.

“Hey,” he said, smiling and patting her back.

“You’re a very good coach.”

If only Daisy knew how much he needed that encouragement. “Thank you, sweetheart!”

He was hoping to have Daisy stick around so she could be his ticket to talk to Bianca today. He had no idea what they’d talk about—anything to bring their relationship out of this awkward state.

“Can I stay and help you clean up?” Daisy stepped aside, eyes hopeful.

“I’ll take all the help I can get.”

“Dex wanted to say thanks!” A feminine voice came from behind, and Andrew turned to acknowledge the woman’s son, giving him a high five.

The mom wanted to know if they would have practice during spring break.

“I’ll send an email as soon as I double check the schedule.”

Sarah all but barged in, interrupting Dex’s mom, leaving the woman no choice but to say goodbye.

To Andrew’s dismay, Sarah reminded him so much of his ex, Callie. Although he had mixed feelings about Callie, if he ever went back into dating, it was definitely not going to be anyone who reminded him of her.

“I brought you a Red Bull.” Sarah handed Andrew the canned drink. “Didn't know what you drink, but I got the feeling that you’re an energy drink kind of guy.” She arched her eyebrows at him.

Andrew winced. “I brought my own drink.”  He bent down and retrieved his white thermos from the grass and lifted it to show her. “Thanks, anyway, for your thoughtfulness.”

He was grateful when two parents interrupted their awkward silence, saving him from trying to figure out what to say to her next.

“Thanks so much for coaching.” A dad shook his hand and encouraged his son to do the same.

Another gray-haired woman thanked him and offered suggestions on what Andrew could do to help their team to score a win next time. At least he wasn't the only one who wanted to win.

He walked to gather the balls from their field, and remembered Daisy’s offer to help. His eyes scanned the bodies around him, and then further, where he saw Bianca’s back from a distance. She was wading through the dispersing crowd and toward the parking lot. She held her daughter’s hand, but Daisy seemed reluctant to follow. 

He’d hoped that today would put an end to their “thing”—he had no idea what else to call whatever vibe he and Bianca had going—and he wanted to show her that he was a normal person she could talk to. 

His jaw twitched at the buzzing thoughts in his mind. Since when did he care about what anybody thought of him? Especially someone who didn’t seem interested in talking to him.

Since Bianca. 

So it bothered him that there was a barrier between them, and he shouldn’t care, but there was something unknown about Bianca, something he wanted to unravel.

He needed a new strategy. Two strategies—getting to Bianca, and getting kids to enjoy soccer so that they could win.

He had a suspicion about why Bianca was shy around him, which would make it more interesting to find out what  her reaction would be when he stayed by her side until they had a normal conversation. That would be his next strategy before the next practice and game.
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CHAPTER 8
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“Can we go to the park after we eat?” Daisy asked from the back seat. 

Turning into a neighborhood of mid-income homes that surrounded the school, Bianca scrunched her eyes against the gleaming sun reflecting off the windshield. “I don’t see why not. The weather is nice and the park is just two blocks away from here.”

She made a curve to the roundabout in a residential neighborhood. Happy sounds came from random driveways as kids hopped out of cars with backpacks strapped on their backs. 

She was almost as thrilled as Daisy about the afternoon. Tuesdays were Bianca’s favorite weekday, the only day she had afternoons off from working at the cafe. Sundays were even better, when she had an entire day off.

Daisy chatted in the back seat about all sorts of things that had happened at school. “I got to lead the line today when we went to recess,” she enthused. “Two times, Mom! Can you believe it?”

Bianca stole a glance through the visor and saw Daisy’s beaming eyes. She’d almost forgotten the simple things that made kids happy. Line leader hadn't even occurred to her. “I can’t believe it, honey, I’m so happy for you.”

She pulled into Burgers and Beyond’s parking lot. Three or four cars were scattered about in nearby spaces. 

All ice cream tasted the same to Bianca, but Daisy believed that Burgers and Beyond had the best ice cream.  At least it was only two dollars per cone. She could afford a weekly fast food place for the two of them with the tips she earned from the restaurant job.

The smell of grilled burgers and onions made Bianca’s stomach growl as they stepped into the fast food restaurant. With no one in line, she took a few minutes to study the menu board. 

“What can I get you?”

The cashier brushed his shaggy bangs off his forehead.

Bianca asked the young man to give her a few seconds, then bent to ask Daisy what she wanted to eat.

Daisy’s voice rose over the soft music in the background. “Can I just have ice cream?”

Bianca laughed. “No, Sweetie, this is dinner.”  Dinner was at two forty-five today, Bianca realized when she glanced at the clock on the wall . “Okay, early dinner. Because there’s just enough leftovers at home for your grandma’s dinner.”

Most Tuesdays they didn’t eat at home, depending on how she and Daisy spent their afternoon out.

Daisy slumped her shoulders. “Okay, chicken nuggets, then.”

Bianca ordered chicken nuggets and a Rainbow ice cream cone with sprinkles for Daisy. She also asked for an empty cup, knowing it would be a while before her daughter polished off her ice cream. 

She ordered a hamburger and fries for herself, but decided against the ice cream, since she’d already gained back two pounds in one week.

Two adults and a teen occupied one of the booths by the window.  In the far corner booth was a man, perhaps mid-thirties, who was typing on his computer. Bianca and Daisy set their food on one of the center tables with four chairs.

Daisy sat across from her, and as soon as they prayed for their food, Daisy continued to chat about school. “The teacher asked if we knew what kidnapping was, and Milo said, ‘It means that kids are taking a nap.’” Daisy snickered and Bianca burst out in laughter.

Daisy kept her up-to-date with all the funny things that happened at school, which made it hard for them to eat their food because they were laughing so hard. 

The mood suddenly shifted when Daisy pointed out, “Mom, there’s Mr. Drew!”

Bianca’s stomach did a somersault, the way it usually did whenever Andrew’s name came up. Her head made a fast jerk toward the counter, and, sure enough, Andrew was pulling his wallet from his navy cargos. 

“Shh.” Bianca put her finger on her lips to remind Daisy to keep her voice down.

“I’m going to go and say hi.” 

Bianca shoved several fries in her mouth while shaking her head. She then spoke through her mouthful. “No!”

Either Daisy didn’t hear her, or she purposefully disobeyed her, and Bianca had suddenly lost her voice to scold her.

Daisy’s chair scraped the floor when she pushed it back, and her little feet trotted across the tile, leading her to Andrew in no time. 

Bianca would be having a talk with Daisy later about obeying her parents. Had last week’s Sunday school lesson been in vain? Kids! 

She grabbed more fries and bit into her burger, stuffing so much food down her throat that she nearly choked.  She picked up her glass and gulped water to force a swallow. 

She kept her eyes glued to her tray, but she couldn’t keep the corners of her eyes from straying to Daisy and Andrew.  She tried to ignore the fact that they were chatting as if they were the best of friends.  Actually, they were walking toward her.

She spun in their direction for confirmation, and sure enough, they were heading to her table, Daisy leading the way carrying Andrew’s glass of water, while Andrew followed with a box of food in his hands.

Oh, boy. Bianca’s heart slammed against her ribs as she reached for her half eaten hamburger. She didn’t know how long she stared at it before Andrew’s deep and confident voice rang loud and clear. 

“Hi, Bianca.” His greeting was casual, as if they greeted each other daily.

Bianca gave him a cursory glance and nodded. She couldn’t respond because her mouth was too stuffed to speak. She couldn’t find her voice, anyway. 

Andrew set his boxed hamburger and fries on the table, then pulled out a chair next to Daisy, lowering himself to sit. 

Don’t tell me he’s going to eat with us.

Bianca refused to look at Andrew,  but when Daisy said Amen, she assumed that he’d already joined them and had prayed over his food silently. 

She swallowed her mouthful and gulped more  water before setting the glass down on the table and barely meeting his gaze. 

“Glad I ran into you.” Andrew leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms casually behind his head. “You guys left in such a hurry on Saturday.”

“Yeah.” She could tell him that she had things to get done, because she did, but that hadn’t been the reason she’d left.

It seemed Daisy was her spokesperson as she chimed in. “Mom wouldn't let me say goodbye to you...”

“Daisy!”Bianca gave her daughter a warning glare and turned her gaze to her plate, where she  picked up the hamburger and took another bite. At least she had food to distract her. She chewed faster than she’d ever done, and before she knew it, she’d shoved the last piece of her burger into her mouth and polished off her fries in no time. 

Now that her food was gone, she reached across for one of Daisy’s untouched chicken nuggets, sensing Andrew’s gaze on her. 

He cleared his throat and pushed his fries toward her. “Feel free to help yourself.  I don't need the fries, but they came with my hamburger.”

She should be embarrassed about eating in front of Andrew or anybody else like this, but the food was her only defense against staring at Andrew’s piercing blue eyes.

Like the weirdo she was, Bianca still reached for the box of fries and grabbed a handful of them without looking at Andrew or Daisy.

“She’s not hungry,” Daisy blurted. “She eats a lot when she gets nervous.”

Gosh, this child! How many seven-year-olds embarrassed their moms? 

That confidence proved Daisy was definitely her father’s child, not Bianca’s! 

Silence settled on the table when Andrew bit into his hamburger.

Bianca stilled, fully burning with heat of some sort. Thank goodness that her somewhat olive skin was not prone to blushing. She gulped her water, and swallowed. “Sorry,” she said, setting the glass down a bit too hard, surprised when it didn’t tumble over for a spill.

“Well.” Andrew cleared his throat again.  “Would it be okay if we take a walk after you're done eating? I wanted to talk to you.” 

Talk? About what? Thinking about talking with Andrew was enough to send her heart into another tailspin.

“That’s perfect!” Daisy proclaimed, licking at her ice cream.  “Mom and I were going to the park after lunch. Want to join us?” 

“Rocky could use a walk.  I left him in the car.” Andrew took another bite of his burger and  sip of water.

As soon as he polished off his food, Daisy stood up just as Andrew pulled a napkin from the dispenser to wipe his hands.

He pushed back his chair and rose. When Bianca let her eyes glance up at  him, his gaze was on her, and blue had never felt so warm. 

“Is it okay if I join you on your walk?” he asked, and she bobbed a nod, then pushed back her chair. 

Instead of using a napkin, she brushed her hands over her leggings while Andrew gathered the trash from the table with Daisy’s help.
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MINUTES LATER, ANDREW’S boots crunched on the cement sidewalk at the park, Bianca keeping stride with him on an afternoon stroll.

Daisy held Rocky’s leash in one hand and a doggie toy in the other hand as she ran to keep up with Rocky’s pace. When she finally caught up with the Dane, she scampered along beside him, almost as tall as the dog.

They walked past a bench, where an old couple sat staring at the geese on the lake.

Andrew spoke suddenly, breaking the silence. “I’ve been thinking about you lately.”

How? She wanted to ask. No way would Andrew think of her, except for her weird behavior—otherwise, he didn’t know that she existed. She ignored her curiosity and kept strolling beside him. 

“Been wondering why you’re afraid of me. Maybe today we can sort out a few things, give  proper introductions, and perhaps you’ll find that you don’t have a reason to be scared  of me.”

She was more than afraid, and attracted to him was more accurate, ever since she’d laid eyes on him years ago when she met him on a camping trip that he probably didn't remember. 

“You look at me like I’m going to light a match and set you on fire.”

That’s exactly it.

“You have no idea!” The whispered words were meant for her thoughts alone, but had escaped her lips unexpectedly. Her hands flew to her mouth and she got the courage to look at him as their steps slowed. 

He eyed her skeptically, the corners of his mouth forming a smile. “Is that so? Tell me about it.”

She clutched her handbag, remembered the gum in her purse, and pulled out a piece, crumpling the wrapper and shoving the gum in her mouth. She then offered the rest of the package to Andrew. “Gum?”

“No, thanks.” he said and went back to the conversation. “I make you nervous.” 

Did he have to blurt that out? “You don’t ... I just...”

She was not about to admit to him that he ignited a fire within her, something she hadn't experienced since her first love, or even ever before. “I’m...” What should she say? Her mind was now blank, and worse when Andrew reached for her hand and held it in his, instantly electrifying her. She had to look down at her clothes to make sure they weren’t on fire, because she felt like her body was burning.

“You’re not nervous?” he said

She tried to stare at him, but was afraid to meet his gaze. Her eyes fell down to the sidewalk and she shook her head. “No.”

“Why can't you look at me for longer than a second? Every time we cross paths, you act like I’ve done something awful...”

She shrugged and kicked a flimsy branch out of their path. I have a crazy crush on you. “You’re sort of...” 

“Intimidating?” 

Afraid to admit to his suggestion, she chomped the gum in her mouth so hard and fast that she chewed the inside of her cheek.

Andrew gently guided her to the bench beside the trail as an elderly couple jogged past them. Bianca checked on Daisy‒her daughter seemed safe enough with the Great Dane for protection, even though Rocky was distracted by a squirrel jabbering from the trees.

“I’m sorry if I made myself appear intimidating,” Andrew said, finally releasing Bianca’s hand. “Here’s the deal. I would like to start by properly introducing  myself.” He brushed his hand over his pants before outstretching it to her. “Andrew Buchanan...Drew to family and friends.”

She swallowed before responding, “Bianca Perez.” She decided not to add Clark. It was her married name, but she was slowly letting it go.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” he said, “Our first meeting didn't go well, with Rocky knocking you over for your hotdog.”

“Hamburger,” she corrected. That had been last summer at Renee’s engagement party, when the Great Dane had slammed her into the ground. She smiled at the memory.

“I tried to apologize, but you didn’t respond,” Andrew said.

“Yeah.” She winced, and chomped her gum. He’d joined her at the table with a hot dog on his plate, and while he was apologizing, she’d ended up eating his hot dog out of anxiety over his proximity. “So I swiped your hot dog. Terrible first impression.”

“I deserved the payback,” he said. “I’m starting to assume that I’m still paying back for that, since you ate my fries today.”

She laughed at his teasing tone. “Yeah, I did that, didn’t I? Sorry, I’ll pay you back.”

His eyes bore into hers, with a grin on his face, and for the first time, she felt his smile was hers alone. They both turned when Daisy yelled for Rocky.

The Dane had pulled free of Daisy’s hold, unable to resist an open grassy field. Daisy ran after  Rocky and threw a disc doggy toy for him to catch. 

The sight of Daisy playing with the dog reminded her of the family dog they’d lost three years ago. If they ran into Andrew more often, perhaps Daisy would stop asking for another dog. 

“Why did you name him Rocky?”she asked as they watched Daisy throwing the toy back and forth for Rocky.

“He didn’t seem to listen to the name his previous owners gave him.” He explained how he’d tried to find a home for the dog, but wound up being the owner instead. “I felt the name suited him, since we had a ‘rocky’ start.” 

“He was pretty wild and unruly at first, so I had to get him some training.” He nodded fondly. “Now, I’m glad we have each other.”

Bianca was touched to see the gentle side of him. She’d pictured him to be a rescuer, given the nature of his job, but it was nice to actually see that in action. “He’s one lucky dog.” she said, almost in a whisper.

Brushing off her compliment, he said, “Tell me about your job. What’s it like to be a veterinarian?”

Bianca had no idea where all the tension disappeared to when she started talking about her love for animals. “I’m a vet assistant, as you already know. It’s a fancy title with all the extra work, but...”

“A very important job,” he interjected. “Without you, the doctor might not be able to accomplish his job.”

“Thanks!” Her body warmed at the genuineness of his compliment. “I hope to become a vet someday, but...” That might never happen, with her crazy life.

“I think you will make a great vet.” As if sensing her doubts, he continued, “You can do anything if you set your mind to it.”

Andrew seemed the type who was determined to fulfill any dream he set his mind to, Bianca on the other hand, needed a little push. She shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t know.”

“How did you start working with animals?”

“I’ve always loved animals in general. I don't even care if I have to clean their potty, and do their laundry.” Though she had many animal stories to tell, she told him one of her favorites—the dead bunny her mom had dug up from a potted plant. Bianca had found it dead in the apartment parking lot and had carried it to the second floor of their apartment to give it a proper burial. “We didn’t have a yard at the apartment.” She laughed as she told him Mama’s reaction when she’d found the carcass. “She flew from the balcony back to the house and screamed “‘Somebody was murdered and their body parts were buried in our plants.’”

Andrew joined in the laughter and Bianca quieted as she felt his rich laugh radiate through her soul.

After their laughter subsided, he asked her more about the highs and lows of her job, and she shared about the joy of seeing an animal recover from a deadly disease, to the lows of having to watch an animal being put down.

Once she started talking, she realized that Andrew was actually easy to talk to.

Having talked enough about herself, she felt it was his turn. “What's it been like adjusting from the Arvada station to Fort Rock?”

A smile lifted the corners of his mouth while he crossed his arms over his chest. “How is it that you know more about me than I know about you?”

She didn’t intend to admit that she’d been inquiring indirectly from Leila and Renee about Andrew ever since she’d heard about his break up.

“Can I go to the playground?” Daisy asked, suddenly appearing in front of the bench and pointing to the playground about another hundred yards from the field.

“Let’s head that way,” Andrew suggested, and he and Bianca got up to follow Daisy down the trail as he continued to describe his transition at work and how much he liked working close to home.

“Can you push me on the swing?” Daisy asked once they arrived at the playground.

“I’ve got it!” Andrew’s boots crunched through the mulch covered ground as he strode toward the play equipment with Daisy.

Bianca needed a few minutes to process her interaction with Andrew, because she felt like it was another dream. Although Rocky appeared content sitting under a pine tree, playing fetch with him might be a good distraction from staring at Andrew. 

“Munchkin, can you toss the toy?” Bianca called after Daisy, who tossed the orange disk to her before clambering onto a swing.

“Rocky!” she called the Dane and tossed the disc. On instinct, the dog went after the toy.

She stole a few glances toward the playground and watched Andrew push Daisy on the swing. Minutes later, he swung next to her daughter. She couldn’t make out what they were talking about, especially with the noise from a group of kids screaming as they swarmed the playground.

Rocky’s panting caused her to turn and take the disc he’d retrieved, throwing it farther this time. As soon as the dog bounded after the toy, she went to watch Daisy and found Andrew demonstrating how Daisy could swing herself.

He planted his feet on the ground, hands clasping the chains on either side. “The trick is to plant your feet on the ground and give yourself a shove.” His swing lifted off higher a couple of times, and Daisy followed, imitating Andrew.

“Mom, did you see that?” Daisy’s face shone. “Mr. Drew taught me how to swing by myself.”

Bianca smiled. “I can see it, Honey.”

Rocky reappeared with the disc in his mouth, panting, and Bianca plucked it out of his mouth and tossed it. Rocky bounded for another catch.

When she turned to look again, Andrew was guiding Daisy to scale the monkey bars. The sound of Daisy’s giggles surpassed the other kid’s noise at the playground, tugging at the core of Bianca’s heart. 

Bianca decided to tend to Rocky, who was barking at the geese that wandered on the grass. 

“Rocky!” She ran toward the dog and threw the disc far in the opposite direction, towards some freshly budding trees. The air smelled like Spring and rain, and Bianca inhaled its freshness.

Just like the budding trees, she couldn’t stop the feeling that something new was bursting through her heart—something with  Andrew Buchanan. It was too early to hope for anything bright happening in her life,  but seeing the easygoing side of Andrew made her fall in love with him even more.
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CHAPTER 9
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Determined the kids would have some fun, Andrew showed up for practice with a new strategy. The late afternoon sun dappled the rolling lawn, and the squeals of children rang out from the field as their parents dropped them off.

Since they didn’t have scheduled games for Spring Break and the week before Easter, Andrew had spent some of his time off from work browsing through the homes that the realtor had emailed him. When he wasn't doing that, he was watching YouTube soccer videos of six to seven year olds.

He learned that he'd been doing it all wrong. One of the YouTube coaches said to never spend a lot of time giving instructions to that age group, because the words would bounce off the kids ears.

Besides his excitement to teach his new skills to the kids,  he’d also been looking forward to seeing Bianca, but she hadn’t been able to get off work from the cafe. Andrew had picked Daisy up from Ezra’s house and would take her back right after practice.

After their walk at the park, almost two weeks ago, he’d run into her at the cafe on Saturday morning when he’d stopped by to buy pastries for his colleagues. Bianca had actually walked to him and said hello, before she returned to serve her customer.

––––––––
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SKIPPING THE FIVE MINUTE pep talk, Andrew rounded up the kids. “Okay, Dolphins, I want each one of you to pick out a ball and then spread out. Be sure we keep a straight line.” 

He had to help some kids stand on the horizontal painted black line. “Keep the balls in front of you.”

He then stood about thirty yards away from the twelve squirming kids, some of whom were already kicking the balls before he explained what they were supposed to do.

––––––––
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“WE’RE GOING TO PLAY Red Light, Green Light,” he explained. “I will be the light. When I say ‘green light,’ you can all start dribbling the ball toward me. As soon as I say ‘red light,’ everyone must freeze. If you continue to dribble on the red light, you’re out of the game.”

Andrew blew his whistle and the game began. Most of the kids had wide smiles as they kicked the balls when he called ‘Green Light,” but a couple cried when they were taken out of the game.

Daisy was the last player to pass the light, and she won that round. Jumping up and down, she ran to Andrew for a high five. Andrew then high fived the rest of the kids to encourage their effort.

He blew his whistle again. “Water break!”  

“This was so fun, Mr. Drew!” Daisy reached for her water bottle from where it sat right next to Andrew’s on the grass.  

After their break, when everyone including Andrew had caught their breath, they did the Cookie Monster drill. He played the monster, as he growled like a monster and chased the kids who were not kicking their balls to the net.

A thrill went through him when cheerful screams and laughter filled the field. 

At the end of practice, Andrew wiped his damp face. The light breeze blowing on his dampened shirt cooled him down and refreshed him as he reminded the kids and parents of the ten a.m. start time for the next game. “Be here at least ten minutes before the game starts.”

He felt confident as he left that evening that he was on the right track, making their practice seem like playtime. If the kids kept using their skills, he should have nothing to worry about come game day.  

––––––––
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THAT CONFIDENCE REMAINED with him throughout Saturday’s mid-morning game. This time Andrew didn't care whether they won or lost, as long as his players were engaged and enjoyed the game. It was less stressful than the previous games where he’d tried to micro manage each player.

Cheers erupted from the parents, and Andrew turned just in time to see the ball go through the soccer net. The final whistle blew to end the game, and  Daisy’s bright smile as she bounded toward him told him she was the one who’d scored the goal

“We only lost by one!” she said when she neared Andrew.

They came so close! Tasted the victory and still lost, but it was a much better play. He grinned to mirror Daisy’s happiness, then he gave her a high-five. “Great job, Sweetheart!” He was happy for her—she’d kept a positive attitude and worked so hard during the game.

After going through the tunnel, the kids gathered around the mom who was handing out snacks.

While the kids ate their snacks, Andrew chatted with a few parents, who felt excited for having tasted a win. He gathered up the balls in the center of the field for the team that played after them. He could do better than this next time. At least there was hope that they could win one of the games of the season.

“Maybe if we change the name of our team, we will win.” Andrew turned upon hearing Daisy’s voice from behind him. She sucked juice from a juice box with a straw.

“You don’t like Dolphins?” That had been their assigned name based on the color of their t-shirts.

“Isn’t that something from Florida or something?”

Andrew blinked at her mention of Florida. The state nowadays stirred past memories, but Daisy didn’t know about Callie. He shook off the creeping thoughts and responded to Daisy. “I think you’re right. We need something related to Colorado.”

As they started walking off the field, mingling with busy bodies coming and going, he lifted his head and his eyes locked with Bianca’s. His heart skipped a beat or two, but he tried not to dwell on it as they approached her.

She smiled shyly and nervously tugged at the beige, long sleeved top she wore over black leggings.

“Great game,” she said.

Daisy ran off when another girl called her to the sand pit, leaving the two alone.

Andrew grinned. “You must have missed the fact that we lost.”

“I saw everything.” She shrugged and turned to walk away. He assumed she was already getting rid of him. He’d thought that their afternoon walk two weeks ago had cleared the air between them. Maybe he was wrong.

He fell in step beside her. “I think we could do better than that...kick up the practice vibe."

“The kids had fun. That’s what’s important at this age.”

“Really?” She seemed confident with her response, and Andrew tried to think of anything he could ask her, just to keep the conversation flowing. There was something about her, something that made him want to get to know her better.

“I never thanked you for coaching,” she said, pulling him out of his thoughts. She clutched her purse tight. “I really appreciate it. Daisy is having so much fun.”

He squared his shoulders, heat rising at the back of his head for her  genuine compliment. “I think I'm having the most fun.”

She stopped walking as they neared the parking lot and finally looked at him with warm brown eyes that stirred tingles to his body.

He decided to ignore whatever his body was doing, and he said, “It takes me back to my days of playing soccer.”

She lit up, surprised and amused. “You played soccer? I thought your family was more of a baseball family.”

He continued to be amazed at how much she knew about him and his family, yet it shouldn’t surprise him, since she was Renee and Leila’s friend.

“Sure did! I feel like this is my way of getting back into the game now.”

Daisy darted back to them. “Mom, we almost won today!”

Andrew pointed at Daisy. “I think next game, we will make that win.”

“Winning is not a big deal, as long as you have fun,” Bianca said, biting her lower lip.

Andrew gave her a sideways glance. “It still wouldn't hurt if we won while having fun.”

“Me, too, Mr. Drew,” Daisy said.

Andrew winked at her. “You’re my kind of girl." He then turned to Bianca, whose smile was soft when she gave a slight roll of her eyes.

“Not sure who's influencing who," she said.

Their gazes locked for a lengthy silence, until Daisy’s voice rang through.

“Can you join us for dinner tonight?” 

Andrew noticed Bianca’s surprised look, then looked down at Daisy, and he came up with a definite response. “I...I can’t tonight.”

Daisy slumped her shoulders. “But Grandma would like to meet you...”

“Daisy,” Bianca cut through. “He said he can’t.” 

“When can you come, then?” Daisy spoke to Andrew, ignoring her mom.

He wouldn't mind meeting Bianca’s mom, if it was another excuse to see Bianca, but her daughter was putting her on the spot. He decided to make it easier, and asked, “Maybe you guys can join me...”

“I would like for you to come.” She looked up at him. “I mean, Daisy and I.”

She tightened her grasp on her handbag strap and smiled. “But I better warn you, Mama will insist we make you Mexican food.” 

Her smile was warm and genuine and he couldn't help but smile back. “Trust me, not being a cook, I eat just about anything.”

“Do you like spicy food?” Daisy’s brown hair bounced back as she jumped up and down, holding Andrews’ hand.

“Especially spicy.” He rarely ate spicy food, but he liked the spicy green chili that smothered the burritos whenever he ate at the Santiagos in Castle Rock.

“Let me know what day works for you.”

“Will Thursday be too soon? I’m off Thursday and Friday.” She fiddled with the strap of her purse.

“Is that four days from now?” Daisy asked excitedly.

“You’re pretty good at math, Daisy!”

“Looking forward to seeing you,” Bianca said.

“Same here! What can I bring?”

“Just you...nothing else.”

They shared an unspoken moment before he said goodbye and left to retrieve his water bottle from the field. To say that he was looking forward to seeing Bianca in a few days was an understatement.
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THE PREVIOUSLY SUNNY morning suddenly turned gray as Bianca tuned out Daisy’s chatter of excitement. She gripped the steering wheel tight, unable to believe that she’d agreed to have Andrew over for dinner in just four days.

As much as she wanted to see him, her house was not ready to host a guest like Andrew. She would’ve seemed like a jerk for ignoring Daisy’s ecstatic plea for him to come to their house.

“Red light mom!” Daisy shouted and Bianca slammed her foot on the pedal, coming to a sudden halt. She blew out a breath.

“You should make your Chile Rellenos for Mr. Drew,” Daisy suggested. “And the Mexican wedding cakes.”

Bianca tapped on the steering wheel, considering his lean, all-muscle frame . “I don’t think he eats sweets.” The light turned green and she took her foot off the brake pedal.

“Everybody likes sweets,” Daisy said. “I can’t wait to show him my Shopkins, and maybe we could play UNO, too.”

Daisy continued babbling about all things they would do when Andrew came for a visit, while Bianca’s mind wandered to her messy house. The toys she’d moved out of the living room in preparation for her mom’s return home had already made their way back again.

“You need to move your Barbie doll house from the living room so he doesn’t trip over it.”

“What if he wants to see my Barbie collection? I’ll keep it there until he comes.”

The house was such a disaster. Bianca had to rest her hand on her forehead when she came to a stop sign on the potholed road that led to Jime street in her neighborhood. The homes were quite close to each other, most with chipped paint in random and odd colors. What would Andrew think of her neighborhood?

When she parked the van in the cracked cement driveway, Daisy jumped out and sped to the front door. Bianca found her inside telling Carmen about the game.

Bianca shuffled the keys in her purse and set the bag on the table in front of Mama. 

“Mr. Drew is coming over for dinner,” Daisy announced with enthusiasm.

“Slow down, chiquita,” Mama said. “Tonight?”

“In four days!” Bianca said, suddenly  needing something, anything to settle her nerves from the upcoming engagement. 

She almost tripped over Mama’s crutches when she scurried to the white refrigerator. Swinging it open, she pulled out the container of sopapillas her mom had made last night—the ones she’d purposefully declined because she was trying to  steer away from sweets lately.

She ripped a piece of the paper towel from the roll on the counter and stuck one of the sopapillas in it before putting it in the microwave. The microwave numbers didn’t light up, and when she  punched the numbers, they still didn't offer a sound. She sighed in frustration when she realized the microwave was still not working.
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“MAMA!” SHE CALLED AFTER her mother, who was asking Daisy all sorts of questions about Andrew.

When Carmen turned toward her, the words rolled off Bianca’s tongue in Spanish. “Supongo que el hombre de mantenimiento no apareció para arreglar el microonda?” I take it that the handyman did not show up to fix the microwave?With several things needing to be fixed around the house, Bianca had called a handyman yesterday and he’d assured her that he would be here earlier today.

“He came...” Mama said, waving her hand dismissively. “I sent him away.”

Bianca threw her hands up. “Why?”

“You should’ve seen his teeth.” Carmen’s face grew more serious when she spoke. “He had three fake teeth in the front.”

“What does his gold or silver teeth have to do with fixing the microwave or the leaky faucet?”

“We’re not going to fund his fake teeth.” Mama waggled her hand between them. “Nuh uh.. I can not do that to you, Mija. You work too hard, and it's not fair for you to sponsor people’s teeth.”

Bianca let out a frustrated sigh and returned the sopapilla to the container, then settled for the grapes, which were much healthier than the sopapillas anyway.

Next time, she would make sure to call the guy when she was home to see the job done—that's if he would agree to come after her mom sent him off. 

She crammed a couple of grapes into her mouth and joined her mom at the table. Daisy left for her room.

“Where’s Mateo?” She pulled out the chair and plopped down.

“He went to see his friends. They might perform in a band tonight.” 

Bianca rolled her eyes. “When is he going to realize that he needs a real job?”

“You’re so hard on your brother. You need to give him a chance to prove that he’s responsible.”

Yeah, right. She looked around to make sure that Daisy was not within earshot before she leaned forward. “Two years, Mama. He’s been here for two years. He has a family in Mexico, and they’re counting on him for financial support.” 

“Ellas estarán bien.” They will be fine.

“Just like you were fine raising me by yourself, right?”

Mom crossed her arms, her elbows resting on the table. “Lo hice bien!” I did just fine!

She’d probably hit a nerve with that, but in Mama’s case, she’d brought that on herself, for dad to start a family with someone else. Mama wasn’t the kind to take orders from anyone, and Bianca assumed that was the main reason her parents’ marriage had never worked out.

Mama suddenly changed the subject.“Tell me more about this fireman coming over for dinner.” 

It was unfortunate that Bianca would rather not talk about Andrew, but Mama’s smile looked intrigued as she waited for her response.

“Andrew, yeah.” She grabbed a handful of grapes from the bowl and shoved them in her mouth, then spoke over her mouthful. “Ezra’s brother.”

Ezra often stopped by  to help whenever they called him for handy projects and Mama liked him because he put up with all her demands.

“Glad you invited him.”

“Daisy did,” Bianca corrected, only because she didn’t want to give Mama any ideas.

“When is he coming again?”

“Thursday.”

Mama looked up and around the chipped walls, then down to the off white baseboards that were once white. She then gripped the table as she struggled to pull up. “We better start cleaning.”

Bianca instantly rose and held her hand out to Carmen. “You’re not doing any cleaning, Mama. I need you to recover.”

Mama sat back down and took a tired breath. “The Buchanans have money,” she said, resting her hand on her chin. “If he marries you, I think that will be good, because Daisy will have a good role model.”

“I don’t even know the man well enough.” Except for in her fantasies when she swooned over him.

“If he’s as nice as his brother...” Carmen continued to ponder all the points that might make Andrew a good man for her daughter to marry. 

“Mama, in order to talk about marriage, you have to date someone first.” How was she going to explain to her mother that Andrew was way out of her league? “I’m not getting married to Andrew, and he and I will never be anything.”

Hurt washed over her at the reality that they were now sort of friends, and he was talking to her because he was Daisy’s coach. Upset entirely, she threw the last  grapes in her mouth, tossed the empty bag into the trash can, then mumbled through her mouthful. “He’s only coming for Daisy.”

“Get me the sponge.” Carmen pointed into the kitchen which was adjoined to the living room. 

“Relax, Mama. It's not a date.” She had to pretend that she was calm about it, yet deep down, Bianca needed to join her mother and start scrubbing the baseboards.

“The man is not married, right?” Carmen’s hands flew to her face. “Just give me the sponge, Mija. First impression is very important.”

It was useless to argue at this point, so Bianca went to the sink and rinsed the sponge, then gave it to her mother.

Mama started wiping the table, and then the legs of the table, shoving all the papers and coupons she’d clipped out to the side, as if Andrew were going to arrive within minutes.

“We have to cook Mexican food,” Mama said. “But what if he doesn’t like it? Did you ask what he wanted to eat?”

“He’s fine with anything.”

Bianca needed to get to work in less than an hour, and she had church tomorrow. She did a mental calculation of when she would have the time to clean, and realized that she would either sacrifice her sleep, take a day off, or she and Daisy would have to skip their Ice Cream Tuesday 

A deep cleaning is what their house needed. It hadn’t had much of that lately, and there was a reason for it—they rarely hosted guests. From time to time, Mama’s two friends from her church, St. Anne’s, stopped by to make tamales, but other than that, no one visited.
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By the time Bianca had juggled between her two jobs and running errands, it was time for Andrew’s visit.

She’d spent the last four evenings at home scrubbing the floors, vacuuming, and detail cleaning the house. After all the hard work, she still found herself  scrambling ten minutes before Andrew was due. The house still looked like she hadn't done much to it.

She wiped the stove-top, careful not to get burned by the hot pan of ranchero sauce. The scent of chiles, onions, and garlic filled the house. She hoped the scent wouldn’t be overbearing for Andrew.

Maybe they should have met him at a restaurant instead.

Mama sat at the table and held out a stack of napkins to Daisy. “Put these on the counter.”

Bianca’s heart thumped when the doorbell rang. She tossed the sponge in the sink and wiped her hands on the kitchen towel.

Daisy flung the napkins onto the counter, scattering them in her rush to answer the door.

“Come back, Chiquita!” Carmen called Daisy, who was already halfway to the door. “You need to pick up the napkins. Let your mama answer the door.”

Mama was still wearing a boot cast on her leg, which kept her immobile and didn’t allow her to do as much, but eighty percent of the time, she micro-managed everything from the dining table.

“Hold on, Mija!” Mama waved Bianca over.

“Your hair,” Mama said when Bianca approached.

Bianca lowered her head, assuming her hair needed an adjustment, and promptly sneezed into her elbow at the powerful scent of Carmen’s perfume.

Never one to wear perfume, Mama had purchased a bottle for the occasion, and wore a flowery dress with a belt that matched. It was one of her Sunday best outfits, for the three times of the year that she made it to church.
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“KEEP YOUR HAIR DOWN.” Carmen yanked out the hair band that Bianca had added at the last minute.

“I don’t know, Mama.” Bianca tucked a loose strand from her forehead and straightened up. She’d already spent hours combing her hair, and debated against keeping it down, but then had decided against it, since she didn’t want it to be too obvious that she’d gone an extra mile to prepare herself for Andrew’s visit.

“You should try to put some of that red stuff on your lips,” Mama said, staring at Bianca’s face.

“I’m not wearing lipstick, Mama.” Maybe she should’ve.

“That dress is showing your stomach a little.” Her mother’s face creased. “I should stop making those sopapillas for you, Mija. Why didn’t you wear the blue dress instead?”

Bianca rolled her eyes, suddenly feeling self conscious. “Thanks for boosting my confidence, Mama!” 

“I like green better.” Daisy’s eyes brightened, and Bianca warmed up to the genuineness in her daughter’s voice.

“Thanks, Munchkin.”

The door-bell rang again, and Daisy jumped impatiently, turning toward the door, but Mama called her back.

“Mateo.” Mama called Bianca’s brother, who was sitting on the couch a few inches away. “Fix up your collar.” 

Mateo fidgeted with the collar of his polo.  Mom had insisted that Bianca take him thrift shopping. Gone was the Mexican flag t-shirt he wore on a daily basis, replaced by a tan polo, tucked into the waistband of his navy pants. He’d also combed back his dark hair with the Gorilla gel that he’d asked Bianca to pick up for him from Walmart.

She walked toward the door. On the coffee table in front of Mateo was a diffuser that blasted lavender scented steam. Both were gifts from Leila, which was sort of a tradition—the first present she gave each of her friends and family was a diffuser and essential oils.  

Heart in her throat, she unlocked the door and swung it open. 

Daisy whizzed past her and threw her arms around Andrew. “Mr. Drew!” she said. “I’m glad you came.”

Andrew’s eyes warmed at Daisy’s enthusiastic welcome. He crouched and wrapped her in an embrace. “Thank you for inviting me.” He then patted her dark-brown curls. “Have you been good for your mom?”

She nodded vigorously. “Always.” 

His obvious fondness for Daisy as he spoke to her tugged at Bianca’s heart. 

When Daisy stepped back, Andrew straightened. His eyes locked on Bianca’s and she shivered at the admiration she saw in them.  

Her eyes drifted to his button down blue shirt that hugged his well-defined chest, and she breathed in the spicy scent of something that made her want to wrap her arms around him.

“You look...I like your hair,” Andrew greeted.

Thankfully, she’d kept it down.  “Uh...I - thanks. You look nice, too.” As always, he looked handsome, but he already knew that.

“Glad you could come.” She stepped aside and waved him in. Daisy clung to his wrist as he walked in.

Using the edges of the wooden table to push herself up, Carmen stood. “Welcome!” She smoothed her dress before stretching her hand out to greet Andrew. 

“This is my mom, Carmen.” Bianca also introduced Mateo, who’d made his way over to stand by the dining table. “My halfbrother.” She winced at how odd her introduction sounded.  Did she have to add ‘stepbrother’ to the introduction?

“Nice to meet you,” Andrew said, shaking Mateo’s hand.

Mama gestured for Andrew to sit at one of the four chairs around the table. Bianca had bought a mismatched chair to make it five, just for Andrew’s visit. The chairs scraped the linoleum floor as everyone sat down. 

Bianca left for the kitchen, which was close to the dining area, enough that she could hear her mother asking Andrew a series of questions, as if she had a checklist.

Between Daisy showing off her Shopkins, and Mateo and Mama talking at once, it seemed Andrew had no problems keeping the conversation flowing.  Or was he just being bombarded with questions?  

Bianca immediately got to work and brought a bowl of guacamole and sour cream to the table, then returned to the kitchen for more food.

“Hope you like Mexican food,” Mama said, patting her hair. “My daughter made some spicy chili. She said you like the spicy.”

“Been saving my appetite for Mexican food all week,” Andrew said. He glanced up at Bianca with a smile she assumed was meant for her alone while she set the steaming bowl of Ranchero sauce on the table.
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HER KNEES FELT WEAK at the warmth in his face, and she made her escape to the kitchen.

“Daisy says you make the best tortillas,” Andrew said to Carmen.

From the kitchen, Bianca watched her mother smile at the compliment. “Bianca makes tortillas better than mine.”

She’d only made tortillas once, and it had taken her an entire evening. She didn’t plan on making them again any time soon. “I never make tortillas,” she felt the need to protest as she spooned the Chile Relleno onto a plate. She carried the plate and set it in front of Andrew.

“Everything smells good,” Andrew said.

“Hope you like it!” Bianca said as she returned to retrieve everyone's food plates from the kitchen.

“You’ll love it!” Daisy said. “My mom makes the best Chiles Rellenos. But I drink a lot of water when I eat spicy food.”  

Bianca swung open the fridge and waited until Andrew looked in her direction. “What can I get you to drink?”

Andrew bowed. “Water will be fine, thank you.” He then took a Shopkin that Daisy was shoving into his hand.

“No...no,” Mama said. “Get him that Topo Sabores you bought him at the Azteca market.”

Bianca had bought it for herself last week, not exactly for Andrew, but whatever mom was up to, she had no idea. “He doesn’t drink soda...”

“Is that Mexican soda?” Andrew’s eyes widened in excitement. “I would like to try one, especially if you got it for me.”

His compliments warmed her to the core—she might have to thank Mama later, after all.

When Bianca set the glass bottle in front of Andrew, Daisy pointed at the Topo Sabores. “That’s Mama’s favorite soda. She only drinks it when she’s upset.”

“Really?” Andrew gave her a simple smile.

Thankfully, Mateo interrupted Daisy. Even though he spoke broken English, he seemed to enjoy chatting with Andrew.

After discussing Mateo’s favorite soda, Andrew diverted the conversation to Mateo. “What do you do?”

Mateo brightened and talked about his band proudly, as if he generated income. “You like band?”

“I like music, yes.” Andrew nodded and leaned forward. “You will have to tell me where you play, so that I can come and listen sometime.”

Mateo beamed as Bianca slid into the seat next to her mother. “My group have little customers. We only play one or two time each week.”

“I keep telling him to find a real job but...” Bianca began.

At Mama’s warning look, Bianca burned with embarrassment, and found herself retreating to the kitchen again.

Andrew continued to ask Mateo questions about his music. “Have you written any songs?”

“I do...just one.” 

Bianca hadn’t known her brother could write music, but how would she know if she’d never bothered to ask?

Andrew told Mateo about a Mexican restaurant he’d visited a couple of times where they had mariachis perform. “They play every day I think. Maybe you should apply for a job there?”

“I..know no one,” Mateo said. 

“The owner goes to my church. I will be glad to inquire for you the next time I see him.” 

Bianca froze at Andrew’s generous offer to help a stranger.

Mateo smiled and shook Andrew’s hand. “You do that for me?”

Andrew shrugged, as if it was a normal thing anybody would do. “You need a job, and if they’re hiring, I think it's a win-win.”

Bianca returned and plopped in her chair. Daisy sat next to Andrew, and Mateo sat on the extra chair on the side.

With a soda and a plateful of Chiles Rellenos smothered in Ranchero sauce in front of each of them, everyone bowed their heads to bless the meal.

Bianca hadn’t thought about the quality of their surroundings until now. She was suddenly self conscious about the tiny kitchen, and the big cracks in the walls which they would be staring at while they ate. 

While conversation flowed at the table, she glanced at the dented kitchen cabinets, a couple of which were dangling off the hinges. 

The Buchanan house had unique decor, and had recently been renovated by Renee. Her house, on the other hand, was built in the early 1900s, and she’d done nothing to upgrade, except for the furniture, which had all been bought from the thrift store.

“This is so good.” Andrew’s fork clunked when he set it on the porcelain plate and dabbed a napkin on his lips.

Mama grinned. "You like it?"

Andrew nodded. “Best Ranchero Sauce I’ve ever had.” He lifted the bottle of soda to his lips, then set the half empty bottle back down. “Didn’t know of any Mexican food besides burritos."

“Bianca make it all the time,” Mateo chimed in.

“She has burritos in the freezer.” Mom bumped Bianca’s shoulder with her own. “We shall send some home with you.”

“It is good,” Mateo added as he polished off his Chiles Rellenos and reached for the container of tortillas. “I’m going to try burrito now.”

For the fifth time that evening, Mama thanked Andrew for coaching Daisy. 

“I’m having the best time coaching the kids.” Andrew leaned back, patting his stomach.

“Bianca says you are very good at soccer.”

“Really?” He turned his eyes to Bianca, and her fork slid out of her hand, clattering on the linoleum floor. “Did she happen to tell you how terrible my games have gone so far?”

“You’re awesome!” Daisy chimed in.

Bianca left and returned to the table with a clean fork just in time to see Andrew blush at Daisy’s praise.

She kept her gaze on Daisy’s coloring pages and artwork that covered most of the kitchen wall. 

If Andrew had noticed the odd decor, he said nothing. He seemed immersed in Mateo and Mama’s conversations that Bianca had tuned out. Her mind was in La La Land until Carmen mentioned her name.

She shook her head to clear it, and looked up to find everyone smiling. “What?”

“Grandma was telling Mr. Drew about when you were little,” Daisy said.

“You snuck a squirrel in the house to nurse it back to health.”

Bianca smiled at the memory. By the time Mama had found out about the squirrel that she'd picked up from the side of the street, it was on its way out of the house, recovered from its injuries. She shrugged. “That was a long time ago.”

She finally remembered her untouched food and forked it, shoving more food in her mouth than she could chew—that should be enough to keep her from talking. She finally rose and began clearing the table.

Andrew pulled up to help, but Mama put up her hand.

“I have more manly work for you to do than doing dishes.”

Oh no! What was Mama up to now? The plates clanked when she dropped them in the sink.

“I’m at your service,” Andrew said.

Mama listed all the repair projects that needed a handyman. “The toilet is the most urgent, though.”

As of yesterday, their toilet tank had stopped filling, and they’d had to fill a bucket of water whenever they needed to flush the toilet.

“You don’t have to do it,” Bianca said.

“I want to.” He was already looking around. “Where is the toilet?”

Mama pointed down the hall.

“Mama!” Bianca skidded back to her mother, and kept her tone hushed. “What are you doing?”

“We need a toilet fixed, and we have someone who can do it.” She stared at Mateo. “Isn’t it so, Mijo?”

Bianca glared at Mateo, daring him to take Mama’s side. He seemed to read her face when he scratched his shaved chin and spoke in Spanish. “I don’t know anything about toilets.”

Andrew was back in no time, rubbing his hands together. “It was just a minor issue. The flush valve had just gotten tangled on the chain, and now it works. As for the shower, I’ll need to pick up a few items from Home Depot to fix the handle.”

Mama looked up at Bianca, who was faking a smile. “Aren’t you glad I chased the handyman away?” She turned to Andrew. “Also the microwave needs to be fixed, but that can wait.” She then pointed at the cabinets. “It’s an old house, as you see.”

“I’ll bring my tools next time I come.”

Mama patted her dress, as if searching for something, and then looked down at the floor.  “Where’s my phone?”

Daisy left for the bedroom and came back with the phone and handed it to Mama. “I will take your number, in case there's anything else we need fixed.”

“Mama!” Bianca called, hoping to stop her from whatever demands she was about to make on their guest. 

Carmen ignored Bianca and gave her phone to Andrew so he could enter his number. “I will call you.”

Bianca shook her head in disbelief. No doubt, she would be calling him. She didn’t remember Mama being like this when she was with John, but then again, she didn't remember too many things, lately. Otherwise, she would have thought twice before inviting Andrew over.

Mama finally glanced at Bianca. “He doesn’t mind helping.” She shrugged, then turned to Andrew. “Isn’t it so, Mijo?” 

Like he had a choice! The fact that she was already calling him “son” meant Andrew better brace himself for more projects ahead of him.

Not waiting for Andrew’s response, Bianca returned to the kitchen and pulled the sopapillas from the oven. She needed a distraction from whatever her mother was about to say.

“I don’t mind helping,” she heard Andrew say again, as he pulled out the chair.

Bianca picked up one of the sopapillas and, keeping her back to the dining table, she poured more honey than necessary into it and took a big bite of the pastry.

“Are we going to eat dessert soon?” Daisy came up from behind, and Bianca nodded before pulling out a drawer to get the tongs. She stacked sopapillas on the serving plate and handed them to Daisy to take to the table.

After washing her hands to get rid of any sticky honey, she uncovered the Mexican wedding cookies, delivering them to the table herself.

Thirty minutes later, dessert had been eaten and Andrew pushed back his chair. “Thanks again for having me.”

Mama put up a hand. “Before you go...”

What now?

“Can you and Mateo move my dresser from Bianca’s room back to mine?”

In an attempt to declutter Mama’s room before she came home from Rehab, Bianca had called Ezra for help. While trying to declutter the living room, she’d put most of the things in her own bedroom. He and Mateo had moved Mama’s dresser to her room, and there was no way Andrew was going into her messy bedroom. 

More than anything, she was terrified that Andrew would see his picture on the calendar that hung on the wall across from her bed. Worse yet, it was mid-April and the calendar still showcased January... No thank you.

“The dresser can wait!” she said sharply as she cleared the dessert plates from the table. She would call Ezra back, hopefully before her mother planned to have Andrew over.

She rinsed her hands in the sink and then wiped them with a towel. Her gaze collided with Andrew’s, his eyes dancing underneath the light, his face creased in a smile.

“Let me know when you need me to move it,” Andrew said.

That was not gonna happen.

“We could use your strong muscles,” Mama added, then looked Andrew up and down. “It seems good looks run in the family.”

Andrew gripped the back of his neck. As if Mama didn’t notice his discomfort, she continued to interrogate Andrew. “So, do you have una novia? A girlfriend?”

Andrew cleared his throat. “Uh, no, ma’am.”

“What do you think of Bianca?” Mama asked shamelessly. “She is a good cook, no?”

Speechless, Andrew could only nod his agreement.

Mama leaned toward him to deliver her next strike. “It’s very important to have a wife who knows how to cook, don’t you think?”

Bianca’s chest burned with anger. Feeling hot suddenly, she couldn’t take it anymore.

“Vas a pararlo, Mamá?” she yelled, not caring that her tone was more sharp than intended.

“Why do you want me to stop asking questions?” Mama shrugged her shoulder. When she asked Andrew how his family had a lot of money even though they were firefighters, Bianca buried her face in her hands and stomped out of the house, slamming the door behind her.

She sank down on the cement front porch, ignoring the cold that seeped through her dark leggings, embarrassed at how rude she had been to walk out on their guest. But If she’d stayed inside for another second, she might have been tempted to lash out at Mama.

If there had been any chance that Andrew liked her, thanks to Mama, that tiny bit of chance was all flushed down the toilet.

She stared at the darkening sky. It reflected how she felt at the moment—lost hope, as far as her future with Andrew went. 

She had no idea how long she’d endured the cold and kept her hands over her face until she heard a scuffle from the door. She jumped up and the screen door opened, and Andrew came out.

The fact that Daisy wasn’t tagging along beside him was an indication that Mama had made sure Daisy had said her goodbyes inside. She was on a mission to give Andrew and Bianca alone time.

“Hey,” Andrew said. 

She brushed off the dust from her dress and tights and started walking toward the street where his truck was parked. It wouldn’t surprise her if Mama was peeking through the window. Mama would rather risk a fall than miss out on seeing what exchange she and Andrew had.

“Guess I should’ve warned you about my mother.”

“What does mijo mean?”

“It means ‘my son.’ She must’ve felt pretty comfortable with you, if you qualified for the title.”

Andrew laughed, a deep laugh she could listen to all day. He slowed his steps when they neared the sidewalk by his truck. “You’re sure she’s your biological mom?”

Embarrassed, she buried her face in her hands again to avoid looking at him. “Unfortunately, yes. She’s that bad.”

He laughed again, and she tried to ignore the butterflies in her stomach at the rich sound. “Carmen is wonderful.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and she suddenly felt an igniting spark of fire. 

“Don’t beat yourself up. Like your mom said, I hope you or she can call me if you need any complicated work done around the house.”

Ezra had always been on top of that, but being an old house, there was always something falling apart.

She finally looked up at him. “My mom will definitely call you, you don’t have to worry about that.”

"Good," he said. “I hope you can call me, too.”

She doubted she would do such a thing. “You’re sure you want to deal with my mom again?”

“She’s fun, I like her.”

Is he just being nice? Not many people found Mama’s bluntness a fun quality; that’s why she’d lost several friends over the years. “Really?”

“Glad to know that the Buchanans are not the only ones known for their bluntness.” He shoved his hands in the pocket of his jeans. If Andrew thought his family blurted things out, that was before he’d met her mom, for sure. 

“My mom...” She chuckled nervously as the night breeze swept over her. “She’s beyond blunt. At times she sounds rude without knowing it.”

Ignoring her comment, he said, “Bianca.” His voice was more of a whisper when he peered at her, light from their porch and neighbor’s porch illuminating his strong jaw. “I would love to see you again...I mean, not just at Daisy’s soccer practice.” He put his hands back in his pockets, his mouth opening as if he were about to say something else. 

Did he mean a date or something? Her lips parted to ask, but her tongue was numb. She bobbed a nod. “Okay,” she said when she could finally speak.

They shared a brief silence, and he took a long breath before he nodded. “I would like to ...”

“Mr. Drew!”

They both turned at Daisy’s voice. She was plodding through the grass toward them with a bag in one hand and a Tupperware dish in the other. “You forgot your Ranchero Sauce.”

“Thank you, Daisy!” Andrew took the bowl from her. “I would’ve driven back tonight, just to get this food.”

Daisy smiled. “I’m glad you didn’t have to do that.”

He lifted up the brown bag to Bianca. “Thank you!”

With a final goodbye, Andrew stepped into his truck.  Bianca clasped Daisy’s small fingers in hers as they listened to the engine roar to life, then watched Andrew drive off.  Only when his truck vanished from their street did Bianca finally let out the breath she’d been holding all evening.
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Andrew wiped the sweat from his forehead as he gulped water from his thermos. The metallic bottle thumped when he set it on the tiny kitchen counter. He swung open the microwave to warm up his breakfast. 

The morning run with Rocky had conjured up an appetite.

He salivated at the scent of Ranchero Sauce that filled the shed, and was grateful when the microwave beeped, announcing his food was ready.

He savored the aroma of the two breakfast burritos he’d smothered with the Ranchero sauce, before he set the plate on the table.

He could imagine Rocky leaping for his plate if he were inside the house. Thankfully, the dog was content playing in the yard, allowing  Andrew to cherish each bite. 

After bowing his head to pray, Andrew cut his first bite. The hot morsel all but melted in his mouth and he closed his eyes as he chewed. If memories could be served in food, all of them took him back to a few days ago at Bianca’s house.

Her patience with her mom was impressive. It had probably taken all of her self-control not to yell at Carmen, especially when she’d asked Andrew what he thought of Bianca.

He took another bite and smiled when he pictured Bianca’s gentle and shy smile.

Totally shouldn't think of Bianca, but it was hard not to.

He couldn’t stop himself from wondering what  the deal was between her and Mateo.  He’d wanted to ask, but making a good first impression had been a priority to him, not interfering with family matters.

Picking up his phone from the table, Andrew browsed through his text messages. Nothing new.

He then browsed through a sports website to watch the Rockies’ baseball recaps for their opening game of the season.

He could go to the main house and turn on the TV, but he needed to make his stay with his family as temporary as possible. If he made himself comfortable, he might end up never leaving his childhood home.

After almost thirty minutes of straining his eyes, he set the phone on the table and stepped into the shower. It was almost nine thirty, and he needed to meet with his realtor in thirty minutes to get a tour of one of the homes that seemed to meet his criteria.

From there, Andrew was meeting with his siblings at Renee’s house, so they could plan their parents’ thirty-fifth anniversary celebration.
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SEATED AT THE COUNTER-high chair, Andrew rested his hands on the kitchen counter at his sister Renee’s house. 

Jake had bought the house as a fixer-upper and had hired Renee to design it, and their love life had ended up being born in the process of fixing up the house.

Natural light streamed through the kitchen, which was adjoined to the living room.

Next to him, Ezra also had his eyes intent on their sister, who stood a few inches from them, attempting to do what seemed like cooking.

The brothers’ silence was drowned by the snapping of Tupperware lids, as Renee took them off the glass containers and tossed them on the counter.  She then poured some white liquid from one container into the pan on the stove top.

Her heels clicked on the tile when she swung open the stainless steel refrigerator and pulled out a can of Coke.

“She cooks these days!” Ezra said, breaking the silence.

Renee rolled her eyes as she pulled down a glass from the cabinet. “I don’t have plastic cups,” Renee said when she set the ice filled glass and a can of soda in front of Ezra. “This is your chance to drink Coke from a real glass.”

Ezra and Leila believed that Coke tasted better if drunk from a plastic cup.

“Interesting thing you two have going.” Andrew said.

“You should try it, if you ever join the Coca Cola fan club.” Ezra popped open the can and tilted it toward the glass. The bubbles fizzled as the soda hit the ice cubes in the glass.

Renee returned with  a glass of water and set it in front of Andrew, then left for the sink where she picked up a bowl and put it in the microwave, punching in the numbers.

She looked more domestic than he’d ever seen her. She wore ripped blue jeans and one of Jake’s t-shirts that hung loosely on her petite frame.

Andrew elbowed Ezra, deliberately whispering loud enough for Renee to hear him. “Please tell me that you know where Jake keeps an extinguisher around here.” He then chuckled.

“I know, right?” Ezra said. “She usually cooks under Jake’s supervision.”

Renee spun toward Andrew and Ezra, propping her hand on her hip and with the other hand,  swerving a finger between the two of them. “You two yahoos,” she said. “If you're not careful with your loose tongues,  I’ll end up eating these crepes right in front you.”

“Shh!” Andrew put his finger on his lips in a dramatic show of shushing Ezra. “Now that I’m home, Mom’s store bought pre-cooked meals are starting to wear on me.” 

Ezra lifted the glass of soda in a toast toward Andrew. “Then you better keep your mouth shut.”

Renee rolled her eyes and went back to stirring the steaming creamy liquid on the stove top. “The only reason Jake made the crepes was because you whined about missing your wife’s cooking.” She turned to Ezra and pointed the wooden spoon at him. “He had Leila’s recipe and thought it might be a good idea for us to eat here instead of the restaurant.”

“Hey.” Ezra lifted a shoulder. “I was sort of complimenting your new and improved culinary skills.”

“My bad, just never seen you near a stove or microwave before...” Andrew said.

“That’s what happens when you marry someone who knows his way around the kitchen,” Renee said, then asked, “What fillings would you like?” 

“What you got?” Andrew asked.

Renee opened a clear container of sliced, orange fruit. “Peaches and cream.” She then opened another container. “I also have mixed berries.”

“Peaches for me,” he said. 

Ezra asked for the mixed berry filling. 

A few minutes later, they were feasting on the mouthwatering crepes. To his surprise, they were as good as the crepes Leila had made before.

“How did you both end up with good cooks?” Andrew asked after scraping his fork on his half empty plate. 

“God knew we can't cook to save our lives," Ezra sipped his coke.

Andrew nodded. He considered himself the best cook in the Buchanan family, along with his dad. “God is faithful, indeed.”

“What’s up with that grin?” Renee asked, “You’re as bad a cook as any of us.”

“I can run the grill like no one’s business.”

“Grilling burgers and steaks, you mean.” Renee dabbed a napkin to her lips. “That doesn't count.”

“Does, too.”

A moment passed in silence except for the clanking of silverware on the plates. Ezra yawned and talked about the few hours of sleep he’d gotten the night before. “Even if Leila wakes up with Adalee most of the time, I can still hear everything.”

“Good thing you live across the street, you can stay here and nap as long as you want,” Renee said. “Your wife can just cross over to get you if she needs you.”

The three traded stories about work for a while, and then the conversation shifted to soccer.

“Speaking of soccer,” Ezra gave a knowing smirk. “D says you’ve been losing like crazy!”

“Coaching kids is the hardest job ever!” Andrew set his fork down and leaned back. “I think I’ve finally figured out the right plays.”

“Just make them run around.” Renee lifted her glass of water from the table. “What seven year old doesn’t like to run?”

Andrew told them about the kid who hogged the ball during games, and the boy who thought the center of the field was the best place to get caught up on his artwork.

Renee laughed.  Ezra chuckled, leaned his head back, and ran a hand over his face.

After the laughter subsided, Andrew teased his brother, “Yeah, in case you didn't know, you’re coaching the next game.” 

Ezra shook off the laughter, and his face fell flat. “You can’t just quit on Daisy!”

Andrew had enough parents who stepped in to coach, but he enjoyed seeing his brothers’ reaction. “What happened to taking coaching turns?”

“I thought you’d forget about it. I don’t have a single clue about soccer.”

“Trust me,” Renee said. “He’s not quitting when he gets free dinner invites from parents as perks.”

Andrew had wondered when his siblings would bring his dinner at Bianca’s up. “I just had one invitation, and it was Daisy who invited me, not her mom.”

“Carmen is quite a character, isn’t she?” Ezra asked, his face filled with curiosity, and by his look, he was digging for more information. 

“She sure is,” Andrew said, instead of indulging Ezra's unspoken question. As he told them about the list of projects Carmen had for him to work on, he smiled at the thought of her bluntness. “Definitely a character.”

Even though they were talking about Carmen, she was not the one on Andrew’s mind. It was Carmen’s daughter, the complete opposite of blunt. He had no idea how he’d conjured the words to ask her out.

Was that even the way men asked out girls these days? I want to see you again sometime? He hoped he’d made himself clear that he wanted to hang out with her. Asking girls out had always seemed easier before Callie. Was it getting warm in here? 

“You just did that mind thing again.” Ezra rested his hands on the table. “Where your mind goes in a zone.”

He needed to get a grip on things before his sister suspected something. It seemed a little late, if her arched eyebrow meant anything. 

“Oh, my gosh!” Renee’s eyes widened as she leaned back. “You just went at least five seconds of Bianca in your mind.”

“That’s not true...” he lied, but judging from Renee’s quizzical brow, Andrew knew that she didn’t believe him. He glanced at his sister, and spoke defensively. “Seriously?” 

“She’s right!” Ezra remarked with a grin.

“Hope you’re not considering her as your rebound,” Renee said.

Andrew felt a stab at his sister’s sharp accusation. He stared at her, questioning, “Where did all that come from?”

Renee stacked the dirty plates on top of each other. “She’s vulnerable around you. She’s also my friend.”

He might assume Bianca’s vulnerability to be true, but what he didn’t understand was why Renee was defending Bianca as if Andrew was a tyrant. He pushed back the chair to rise,  then carried the stacked plates from the table, 

“Hello? The last I remember, I was your brother!” He turned to place the plates in the sink.

“I just don’t want our friendship to be awkward once you get past the rebound thing.” Renee strode toward him and set her water glass in the sink. “You could also get hurt. It's just... I don’t want this to be an irrational decision. My friendship’s at stake here.”

“Like you came between me and Jake?” Ezra teased, “If things worked out for you, why not  for Drew?”

“Jake and I are different...” 

That was ridiculous. “Who makes decisions on impulse?” His tone was more sharp than he intended. 

“That would be Renee,” Ezra said.

Renee let out a slow breath, “What I meant is...it’s not like you to ever rush into anything...”

“Which is why he knows exactly what he’s doing,” Ezra said.  

Andrew wondered how he’d become the topic of interest all of a sudden. He sauntered back to the table, ready to be done with this conversation. “I thought we were here to discuss the parents’ anniversary party.” He slapped his hand on the table. “Let’s get this show on the road.”

“Woah...woah.” Ezra held a hand up. “Not so fast, I still need some details here. I take it that she’s not afraid of you anymore? Otherwise, how did she invite you?”

“Daisy invited me,” he reminded. 

“Bianca does all the preparations, not Daisy,” Renee said. 

“She probably agreed just because she didn’t want to say no to her daughter.”

“Don't you think she could have denied her daughter’s request?”

Ezra cleared his throat. “D told me about the walks you three take at the park.”

Andrew crossed his arms. “It was just one time, and that was because I needed to talk to her about not talking to me.” Andrew paused, feeling like he was defending himself. There was no need to explain further when both his siblings wore amusement on their faces.

“By the way,” Ezra said, “despite your losses at soccer, D thinks you’re the best coach.”

Andrew was warmed to hear the compliment, yet he’d done a terrible job of coaching. “That’s sweet of her. I think kids just say stuff.”

“Nobody is as honest as a child,” Renee said. 

Andrew remembered some of Daisy’s spontaneous comments, mainly what she’d said at the restaurant. ‘My mom eats a lot when she gets nervous.’ 

“Ignore Renee’s warning about rebound,” Ezra said, pulling him out of his thoughts. “You have my full support to date her, which should be easy for you, because you're a practical kind of guy.”

The thought of asking Bianca on a date felt anything but easy. She surprisingly made him nervous, to say the least.

It was easy for Ezra to assume otherwise. Even if his good looks had turned the ladies’ heads, he’d only ever had eyes for Leila.

“I support you, if you’ve moved on from Callie,” Renee emphasized.

“You're not getting any younger.” Ezra leaned forward on his elbows, his blue-gray eyes intent. “If you're gonna ask her out, better do it soon.”

“Okay, dad.” Andrew slapped Ezra’s shoulder. “You're both forgetting that I just walked out of a serious relationship.” 

“It didn't work out,” Renee said.

What did he want from Bianca, then? A relationship or friendship? Would she ever let him hold her hand so they could walk as a couple someday, or would she have a nervous breakdown?

“Bianca and I are very...different.” 

“Which makes her exactly your type.”  Renee rested her hands forward. “Can you imagine being in a relationship with someone who had the exact personality as you?” She scrunched her face, “Total definition of boring!”

“Since when did the conversation shift to me again?” Andrew stared between the two of them. “Let’s get back to party planning, shall we?”

He was grateful when Ezra nodded, crunched his can in his hand, and said, “Let's do it.”

“Okay, I made a list of all their friends.” Renee pulled out a drawer from underneath the counter and retrieved her iPad. “The retreat center hosts over three hundred people, but do we want all of them to stay the night?”

“Would it hurt someone’s feelings if they found out that some of Dad and Mom’s friends were staying the night and others weren't?” Andrew asked.

“That could end up ruining the entire weekend!” Ezra suggested, shrugging, “Just invite everyone.  I doubt that everyone will be able to come. If they all do, we can have them bring their tents or campers.”

His parents owned two Retreat Centers, one in Buenavista and one in Estes park. “Are we thinking of Estes park?”

“Yep!” Renee said. “I reserved the second weekend in July.”

“Why don’t we see how many people you came up with.” Ezra leaned forward, his accounting mind going to work. “We have to calculate in terms of cost, starting with food...” He listed all the expenses they would incur. “We could just have a day trip.”

Renee pushed her chair forward, and both brothers sat on either side of her, leaning forward into the Ipad,their heads almost touching as they looked at the long list of names.

“Two hundred and fifty? That’s a lot of people!” Andrew said.

“There’s family,” Renee explained. “Friends from church, neighbors, work, and you name it.”

Ezra stared at the Ipad, perhaps at the time more than the list of names. “I need to get in a nap before Leila’s parents show up tonight,” Ezra spoke totally off subject. “Now that I have the numbers, can I let you two get this planning thing down?”

“No way!” Renee said. 

Ezra groaned and threw his head back, yawning. “Let's hurry up, then. The tax deadline is next week, and I need to get work done for my last minute clients.”

Ezra did taxes for people, and Andrew assumed his brother would run an accounting firm someday.

Andrew scanned the list, wondering if they could narrow it down. He blinked when a familiar name caught his attention, bringing panic to his heart. He frowned as he turned to Renee. “You're inviting Tori and John? I didn’t think you stayed in touch with Callie.”

“Callie?” Renee brushed Andrew’s concern away with a wave of her hand. “Our friendship was contingent upon your relationship. The moment you broke up, that was the end of our friendship.”

He didn’t care if his sister stayed in touch with his ex, but that didn’t explain the invitation. “Why did you invite her parents, then?”

Renee winced. “She and Mom are still good friends.”

He didn’t expect his mom’s friends to change just because of his break-up with Callie. This was about his parents' anniversary, plus, Callie was in Florida. The mountain property was expansive enough for him to avoid running into his ex’s parents. He let out a slow breath. “I guess it’s not a big deal.”

Then why was he afraid to run into Callie’s parents? He let his eyes wander to the backyard blooming with tulips, and the green grass.  “We’ve both moved on, anyway.” His voice was barely audible this time. 

Had he moved on? He was trying to, and he had no idea if he would run right back into Callie’s arms should she come to her senses and return to Colorado—to him.

No, he wouldn’t... he shook the thought off.  She’d flushed four years of their time together down the drain the moment she decided to move to another state. 

If only he had waited a little longer to propose, then he wouldn’t have made a fool of himself. 

Three months after he’d proposed, she’d suggested it was time to plan their lives somewhere else. Should he have gone with her?

He returned to the present and found all eyes were pinned on him.

“Leave Bianca alone,” Renee ordered. Such a little mind reader.

“I’ve moved on.” The fact that he was drawn to Bianca and fascinated by her calm demeanor should say something, so maybe her calm hadn’t been reflective as much, lately, but he had everything to do with her sudden panic episodes.

Bianca was different  from any of the women he’d dated  in the past—different in a unique way, which was probably one of the reasons he felt drawn to her.

Andrew and his siblings finalized what kind of games to play, how much food would be needed for three days, and who would be cooking.

He pulled his phone from the sweatshirt he had draped over the chair, and checked the screen. It was almost 1:30 p.m. 

“I need to go and fix Bianca’s sink.” After watching a few YouTube videos, he’d learned that if the leak was on the reset button, it meant he needed to get a new garbage disposal. “I have to get a few things at Home Depot before showing up there.” He could stretch out the time and show up after Bianca got home from work, but he might not have the chance to talk to her while working underneath her sink.

He said goodbye to his siblings. 

“Think about what I said about Bianca!” Renee reminded him for the upteenth time.

All the talk about Bianca with his siblings only stirred up thoughts of her. The logical thing to do was to leave her alone, at least until he had his mind clear from his ex. However, he didn’t plan on leaving Bianca alone.

He climbed up in his F150 and fired the engine, then retrieved his cellphone from his sweatshirt and looked up Bianca’s number. His thumb danced on the screen of his keyboard as he contemplated texting her, to clarify what he’d meant when he said he wanted to see her again. He set the phone down in his console when he realized he had no idea what to type. I can thank her for the burritos, instead.

He picked it up again and smiled as he typed: Enjoyed the burritos this morning.

He didn't expect an immediate  response, because she was probably busy serving food to the cafe’s customers.

Despite all the reasons he should not dive into a new relationship, he had one good reason to do the opposite. Bounce back, the same way he did with all the valleys in his life. One relationship gone bad didn’t mean that he was set for the same fall again.
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CHAPTER 12
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Andrew panted as he and Mateo tried to wiggle the heavy oak dresser through the door of Bianca’s room. “Let’s take a break,” he suggested, and they eased the dresser to the floor.

“My back is going to break,” Mateo wheezed as he rested his hand on his lower back before staggering to sink onto the bed.

It was a good thing that they didn’t have any stairs to climb. “You’re doing great!” 

Standing in Bianca’s bedroom gave Andrew a glimpse into her personality. Everything was simple, just like Bianca herself. A small bed the size of his childhood bed was neatly made, a black comforter tucked over it. Beside the bed stood a full size chest of drawers topped with a mirror. A framed picture of two teenagers caught his attention—a girl in a wedding gown and a blonde boy in a dark suit with a bow tie. 

If it weren’t for Mateo, Andrew would be picking up the frame to study the picture. The fact that it was the only thing on the dresser meant the couple in the photo was Bianca and Daisy’s dad.

His eyes wandered to the stained and peeling paint on the walls.  He could easily paint the entire house in one day, but he had no idea how Bianca would react if he offered to help. Would she feel offended?

He could go through Carmen and show up on a weekday like today when Bianca was at work. Something else on the wall caught his attention—the two firefighter calendars right across from her bed.

He understood why she had Ezra’s firehouse calendar. She was like family to Ezra and Leila. What he didn’t understand was why the other calendar was still turned to January, which featured a picture of Andrew with Rocky standing at his side. Ezra’s calendar was opened to April where it should be.

A smile curved the corners of his lips, and he shook his head in amusement at the thought of what place he held in Bianca’s heart.

“She like you!” Mateo’s voice pulled him back. When he turned to look at Bianca’s brother, he was staring at the calendars, too. “You have a big dog?”

Pretending not to have heard the statement about Bianca liking him, Andrew chose to respond to the last part, instead. “Yeah! Rocky. You’ll get to meet him soon.”

During one of his visits to get work done at Bianca’s house, he would bring Rocky along.

To keep Mateo from discussing Bianca any further, Andrew shifted the conversation. “So, I spoke to the owner of Carnota’s Restaurant, and he said they have a job for you.”

Mateo rose from the bed, a wide grin spread across his face. “You tell him I don’t speak well English?”

“You will not need English. They have musicians five days a week, but he might need you to do bussing on the days they don’t play.” He wasn’t sure if Mateo went to church or not. From the way Carmen spoke of church, he got the impression she went to Catholic mass on Easter and at Christmas time.

“He will give you Sundays off, if you want to go to Church.”

“I don’t go to church,” Mateo said, then outstretched his hand. “Muchas gracias!” 

Andrew shook it, assuming he was saying Thank you! The only word he knew in Spanish was the greeting, ‘Hola!’

“You’re welcome,” he said. “He wants to meet with you next week.” The location was a bit far from Mateo’s neighborhood, but Andrew had looked up the bus route for him.

“I will be glad to drive you to the interview, or find some way to get you there.” If Andrew had to work, he’d ask his dad, since dad’s job was flexible and he wouldn't mind helping. As a last resort, he would call an Uber for Mateo. 

When he glanced back at Mateo, the young man was raking his hand through his hair, then shook his hands in the air.

“Don’t be nervous, it will be fine,” Andrew assured him.

“I have never had job interview before,” Mateo confessed. Then he told Andrew about his family back home. “I send money when I get job. I buy house, too.”

Andrew didn’t have the heart to tell Mateo that his kind of job would not generate enough income for him to rent or buy a house, unless he meant to buy a house in Mexico. 

He ushered him back to the dresser. “We better get this moved.”

They wrestled the dresser through the door, rested, then carried it across the hall to Carmen’s room.

After moving the dresser, Andrew fixed the shower knob and the broken towel rods in the bathroom, then did a few other tasks Carmen had lined up for him.

When he was done, he found Carmen sitting on a counter-high stool at the flour-spattered counter, moving the rolling pin across the wooden cutting board. She was no doubt making tortillas.

“I’m all done!” Andrew announced, carrying a toolbox in one hand, and wiping his other wet hand on his jeans.  

“You worked hard today,” Carmen said. “Next time, you can fix the garage.”

“What’s wrong with the garage?”

“The door is stuck....been stuck for a year.”

That explained why Bianca parked her van in the driveway. “I’ll troubleshoot and fix it next time.”

“Muchas gracias...” 

With Mateo having used the same words when he shared news of the job with him, Andrew just learned his second phrase in Spanish.

“You’re welcome!” 

Carmen motioned toward the refrigerator. “Can you get the brown bag out of there?”

Andrew swung open the refrigerator and a couple of mayonnaise jars clattered to the floor. He pulled out the King Soopers bag, careful not to topple the orange juice bottle next to it. The bag  felt heavy, and it seemed it had containers in it. Crouching, he picked up the mayonnaise and put it in place where he’d just removed the bag from.

“Since you can’t stay for lunch, you can take some Huevos Rancheros and Green Chili for later.”

She then handed him a clear plastic bag filled with tortillas. “Bianca didn’t make this, but I think you will like it.”

He needed to get home to Rocky, mow the widow’s lawn next door, and help his parents with spring cleaning that afternoon before his dinner engagement.

“Thank you!” he said, and Mateo walked him out the door.
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THE RECESSED LIGHTING didn’t offer much light, so Andrew wore a headlamp to help him see the small holes in the outlet cover better. He powered the electric screwdriver, and the noise split the silence in his parent’s basement while he put in the tiny screw to hold the plastic cover in place.

After helping the widow, Andrew had come home in time to help his parents. He was safe-proofing the house in preparation for their first granddaughter’s visit tomorrow. Ezra and Leila were dropping off Adalee for his parents to babysit so they could go on a date.

He moved to the last outlet and did the same, just as he’d done throughout the basement. Double checking with the voltage meter to make sure there were no loose wires, he was certain there weren’t, but Mom insisted he and Dad check for anything that could be a hazard to Adalee.

They’d done a radon test last week.

The stairs creaked at the sound of heavy footsteps trekking down, just as he was putting the drill back in the case.

“How’s it going down here?”

Andrew turned to his dad, brushing his hands together. “There was nothing serious to proof. Adalee hasn’t even started crawling yet.”

“First grandchild. We want to make sure that she’s living in a safe house.” Dad folded the ladder that he’d used earlier.

It didn’t surprise Andrew that his parents were over the moon about their grandbaby, because that’s how his grandparents had always swooned over Andrew and his siblings, whenever they were around.

“Anything else you want me to double-check?”  Andrew picked up the box with the drill in it.

His dad looked at his watch. “Don’t you have to meet your colleagues at the restaurant here soon?”

Andrew  was meeting with his workmates at the Side Rock Cafe for dinner. “What time is it, anyway?”

Dad opened the storage closet and put the ladder in. “Almost four.”

“I still have another hour and a half.”

His dad stepped aside so Andrew could put the drill on the shelving unit against the wall. 

“Have you thought some more about taking over the company?” his dad asked.

Oh, that! Andrew closed the closet door and sauntered to the brown leather sofa. He ran a hand over his face. “I’ve been so busy looking at homes and getting my life settled in the area.”

Dad opened the small stainless refrigerator and pulled out two water bottles, tossing him one.

“No pressure. Just so you know, it's there whenever you want...”

Most firefighters had a side business, something to fall back on when they could no longer carry over seventy-five pounds of equipment on their backs. Jake trained athletes at a parkour gym during his time off, and Ezra did accounting as a side job during tax season.  He also used to teach rock climbing, but he’d stopped, once he realized that making extra money was robbing his time away from his wife.

“Have you talked to Ezra and Renee about it?” 

Dad sank down on the sofa, crossed one ankle over the other and laughed. “You think that Renee is giving up her thriving firm to take over the family company?” he said. “It was Ezra's idea because you're passionate about this kind of work.  He told me you would like it.”

Andrew rubbed his neck as he stared at one of the two blue bedroom doors. “Not sure I’m retiring from firefighting any time soon.”

“There’s no time limit or expectation.” Dad reached for his bottle on the coffee table. “Your mom and I are not too pressed for time, since we have a decent manager.”

Dad spent most of his free time helping the members of his church, widows and those who needed an extra hand. As for Andrew’s mom, she was always making sure that the employees were well taken care of, at both the electrical business and the retreat centers.

After catching up on the Rockies’ baseball schedule and what games might be good for them to go watch at the stadium, Andrew stood up and crunched the empty water bottle in his hand, then took his dad’s bottle and did the same.

“I need to get ready.” He still had to pick up Levi on his way to the restaurant.

Dad stood, too. “You don’t have to take Rocky with you. Your mom and I will make sure he gets back in the house when it gets dark.”

“You mean to say Mom?”

Dad laughed, and shrugged. “We work as a team. Rocky is another grandson around here.”

Andrew laughed as they climbed the stairs.

In less than twenty minutes, he was cleaned up and dressed in a navy sweatshirt and jeans. 

Anticipation and excitement surged through him; not at the prospect of seeing his colleagues, or the dinner, but because he was looking forward to running into Bianca.

He’d already memorized her work schedule. She worked at the clinic during the day, and at the cafe in the afternoons, except for Tuesdays and Sundays.

He hoped that she didn’t cancel her shift for any reason. Would she be their server tonight? He hoped so, and perhaps if he was lucky enough, he would have to linger until she was off work, so he could have an excuse to talk to her.

He shook off the thought and tried to ignore where his mind was wandering as he rubbed Rocky’s ears, saying goodbye to him.
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CHAPTER 13
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With the cafe’s rush hour finally dying down, Bianca took a minute to finish her sandwich in the cafe’s kitchen while she listened to Raphael, the chef, reminisce about his hometown.

She spoke over a mouthful. “Where are you from again?”

He grinned as he sprayed the grill down, then brushed off the debris, sweeping it to the side. “New Orleans.”

“There’s a group of firefighters that just rolled in.” Bianca turned at Joy’s voice. 

“There’s that ripped guy.” The petite waitress fanned herself with her hand. “He wants to know if you’re available to take their orders.” Joy set the serving tray on the counter.

Bianca instantly put her hands to her cheeks, experiencing a flood of heat and excitement. There was only one firefighter who would be asking for her. The same firefighter who continued to occupy her mind on a regular basis.

Andrew!

“What did you say?” Her voice came out weakly.

“You’re indeed available.”

Bianca’s hand flew to her chest, her heart spiraling in anticipation. She tightened the black apron around her waist and double checked the front pockets to make sure her pen and notepad were in place before she stepped out of the kitchen and into the dining area.

A few people occupied the widely spaced tables. Laughter rippled from the corner table, where Andrew and his friends sat. Two tables had already been pulled together to accommodate their group. Apart from two women with them, the table was full of men.

She knew it was their day off, because none of them wore a uniform, but she’d already known that Andrew was off. Mama had said he was stopping by the house to fix some things this Friday.

The chatter died down when she cleared her throat to catch their attention. She waved and nodded in greeting. “Hi, everybody.” She glanced around at everybody but Andrew. “What can I get you to drink?”

“Can we just go ahead and order our food, too?” a dark haired man asked.

It would make her job easier if she took both their food and drink orders at once. She thrust her hands in her apron pocket to retrieve the notepad and the pen. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

“Dr. Pepper, and I will have the Swiss burger with mushrooms,” the man said, and Bianca jotted down his order.

She went around the circle, leaving Andrew to place his order last.

“Why don’t they make breakfast burritos here?” A half grin lit his face, keeping a steady gaze on her.  His eyes were soft, as if she should know the answer. She somehow did—he’d texted her saying how much he enjoyed the burritos.

“I’m sorry. We make almost everything but Mexican food.” She gripped her notepad tight to keep her hands from shaking.

“What do you recommend?”Andrew said. “The sandwich you recommended last time was delicious.” He leaned back in his chair.

Bianca tapped the pen on her chin, because her favorite thing currently was the man, himself. “The sweet potato and sausage skillet is one of my favorites.” She’d tasted it recently because of her effort to choose healthier options.

“I will have that, then.” He closed his menu and set it on the table. “And water, please.”

Bianca jotted the sweet potato skillet down, and by the time she was done writing, she was pretty sure that the paper was wet from her sweaty hand. Her feet felt wobbly when she walked back toward the kitchen, all the while sensing Andrew’s eyes on her.

Once inside the swinging double doors, she threw her head back and leaned against the wall. 

She took a deep inhale, finally breathing. The smell of bacon, fried onions and grilled hamburgers dominated the kitchen. 

“Everything okay?” the chef asked, bringing Bianca back to the present. 

She fanned herself. “Yeah, it’s just too hot in here.”

He scraped the grill. “You look like you’ve just seen a ghost out there.”

“Not at all,” she said, unless her fantasies of Andrew could be considered ghostly—then, yeah.

She walked toward their chef and clipped the order ticket to the order wheel on the counter next to  him. 

“I see eggs on here. How do they want their eggs?”

She creased her nose, not ready to go back and ask what kind of eggs Andrew wanted with his skillet. Did he eat his eggs hard or runny?

Bianca liked her eggs scrambled, and Andrew had requested that she recommend something for him. “Scrambled.”

“Hey, Bianca!” 

She jerked at the sound of her boss Pascal's voice when he stuck his head through the door. “Service needed at Table Four.”

She remembered the drinks she needed to take to Andrew’s group, then turned to Joy. “Do you mind taking Four please?” 

“The customer requested your service,” Pascal spoke in his thick French accent.

That customer was going to have to wait until she served the beverages to the firefighters first. 

“Be right out,” Bianca said as she walked to the soda machine and started filling their glasses as she assembled them on a tray.

She didn’t look at Table Four until after serving the firefighters their beverages, which was a good thing. She might have spilled the drinks if she’d seen the customer waiting to be served. 

Tom. Her ex, or whatever he was, after the two times they’d gone out.

What was he doing here? That was a foolish question. It was a restaurant. But why did he ask for her? Did he have to choose a table right next to Andrew’s group?

She gripped the tray for support as she greeted him.“Hi Tom. What can I get you?”

She hoped her tone was business-like enough. Unlike Andrew, who got her tongue tied, Tom didn’t have the same effect on her. He looked handsome in his button up striped shirt. The dangling light shone over his bald spot.

“I’m here to see you.” He pushed his menu to the side. 

That part surprised her, but she wasn’t surprised that he didn’t want to spend a dime in restaurants.

“I’m working, and...”

“We need to talk...I thought about us, and I don’t think you gave us a shot.”

Us? She assumed he meant him and his kids, because they hadn’t gone far enough to become a joint unit. She turned to look both ways, and caught Andrew’s steady gaze on her. 

Was he listening to their conversation, or to his friends?

She spun back to Tom. “We don’t have anything to talk about. I need to serve the customers waiting for their food.

“I will take a Sprite,” he said. “I’ll wait for you to get off work, so that we can talk.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.” It wasn’t like they’d had a special bond or anything. “I’ll be right back with your Sprite.”

She hastily returned with Tom’s soda, and then served the firefighters their dinner. She managed to sneak a couple of glances in Andrew’s direction before she left for the kitchen.
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IT WAS ALMOST SEVEN thirty by the time she’d cleared the dishes from Andrew's table and they’d paid their bill. Being her last table for the day, she returned to the kitchen, stuffed her apron in her purse and washed her hands.

After sliding on her zip up hoodie, she wished she didn’t have to clock out at the register—otherwise she would use the back door in the kitchen so she could vanish and leave without seeing Tom.

After logging out at the front desk, she thrust her handbag onto her shoulder, said goodnight to Pascal, and walked across the tiles all the way through the front door.

It was hard to tell how dark it was outside with the lamps that shone through the parking lot.

“Bianca, wait!”

She turned to see Tom jogging toward her across the parking lot.

“I’m getting the impression you’re avoiding me,” he said, panting. “Can I just have a few minutes of your time?”

She was frustrated, yet felt sorry for him. Maybe she’d put on too fierce a face, for him to assume that she didn’t like him. 

She sagged her shoulders and sighed. “I think you’re a great guy,” she said, intending to stay firm, yet friendly. “But we both know that we’re not fit for each other.”

“We both have kids, and we’re both Christians.” Tom ran a hand over his bald spot. “That should be reason enough for us to be together.”

“As friends, Tom, nothing more than that.” 

“We don’t have to have magical love right away,” he said and started referencing the Bible characters who’d had arranged marriages, but ended up liking each other as time went on.

She desperately wanted to walk to her car and not look back, but that would be rude. Just as she wondered how to cut Tom off and politely say she’d had enough, she heard muffled footsteps coming toward them. 

She didn’t dare turn around and look, because she had a sixth sense when it came to Andrew, if her heart beating fast was an indication. He was the one person who caused her heart rate to shoot up.

She could now sense his nearness and smell his spicy scent, but Tom was too busy talking to hear or notice their surroundings.

“That’s why we can’t just drop things,” he insisted.

She’d stopped listening when Tom mentioned Isaac marrying Rebecca. She liked that story a whole lot, but Tom was taking things out of context. 

“Ahem.”

They both wheeled around when Andrew cleared his throat.

He crossed his arms over his chest. “Everything okay?” He glanced down at Bianca before giving Tom a full blown stare.

“Uh..uh..” Tom shoved his hands in his pocket. “We were just...you know?” He shrugged.

She wanted to come to Tom’s aid and tell Andrew that everything was okay, and that he should go on his way, but she honestly didn't want to go in circles with Tom, so she let Andrew take over the situation.

“I’ll wait until you’re done talking to Bianca,” Andrew spoke to Tom. “I was planning on walking her to her car.”

Did he really intend to walk her to the car, or was he just helping her get rid of Tom? She entertained the idea of walking with Andrew through the parking lot. Her car wasn’t that far, but the thought of just a simple stroll with him made her heart leap.

“I was... we’re already done.” Tom nodded his head in farewell with a wave. 

“Ex-boyfriend, not ready to let go?” Andrew held out his hand and she took it as she fell in step with him.

She chuckled nervously, enjoying his warm hand around hers as if they were a couple. Though his hand was rough from hard work, it felt safe and soothing. “We’ve never been anything, really. We met in GriefShare and went out a couple of times, but things didn't work out.” 

She’d just confessed to Andrew that she was single and searching. Maybe he would get the message and ask her out again. He’d said he wanted to see her again, but he’d not made a definite plan.

Who was she kidding? She wasn’t even his type. 

“He doesn’t seem to believe that things didn’t work out,” Andrew observed.

She shrugged. “It’s not like I'm the kind of woman a man would lose sleep over.”

His hand tightened on hers and Bianca forced herself to peek at him. The light above them accentuated his strong jaw.

“I disagree.” His voice was low when he spoke this time. “You’re the kind of woman...He finds you irresistible, that’s why.”

She bit her lip and forced her feet to steady so she wouldn’t lose the composure she’d worked so hard to maintain all night. Her fingers shook. Could he feel them?

He squeezed her hand. “Any man in his right mind would have a hard time letting you go.”

Her whole body shuddered. What was he doing to her with all the praises? Did he not know what power his words held over her? This was Andrew, her fantasy. Any man? Was he one of the men who would have a hard time letting her go?

She took comfort in the warmth of his hand.She wanted to thank him for his kind words, but was too lost in her thoughts and her tongue was lost in the process. 

They neared her van and she assumed he was walking her all the way. She was afraid to dig for her keys from her purse, afraid that if she let go of his hand, he would not hold hers again.

“I meant every word I said about you. Never doubt yourself for a second.”

Her feet were mush and couldn't move now that they were standing in front of her car. 

“By the way,” he said, changing the subject, which was okay by her, since she had no clue how many compliments she could take from Andrew in one night. “Those burritos...”

“Glad you liked them.” Her voice squeaked.

“If I were to marry you, do you think I could have them for breakfast every day?”

He grinned, and Bianca slipped her hand out of his, then playfully punched him on the shoulder.

“Your mom's words, not mine,” he laughed. “But after she gave me more huevos and burritos today, I started entertaining the idea.”

Good thing he was teasing, although she was starting to expand her fantasies about him. The fact that she was comfortable with him even though he still gave her a ton of butterflies was a huge step in the right direction. She assumed that was normal if you swooned over somebody the way she did over him.

“Thanks so much for moving my mom’s dresser and fixing all the broken things around the house.” It had been great having a shower without the handle falling off, along with the new garbage disposal he’d fixed.

She’d given Mama the money to pay him, but Carmen said he’d refused to take any payment, and she wasn’t going to force him to take money.
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“IT’S MY PLEASURE.” He stepped forward, confident, squaring his shoulders. “Thanks for supporting the firefighters.”

What did he mean by that? Oh, no! Bianca rubbed her palms together. It hadn’t crossed her mind that he'd seen her wall displays. She winced and defended her actions. “I buy the calendars every year.”

Not really. She started buying the calendars after Leila met Ezra, and she’d only bought Firehouse 12 this year because of Andrew...his picture.

“Looks like January is your favorite month, then?” 

She was not about to admit to anything, even though Andrew was obviously hinting at something. Not knowing what else to say, she silently inhaled the masculine scent of his spicy cologne. She could get lost in that smell all day long. It was probably best that she get in her car, before her mind explored Andrew...

She dug her keys from her purse and pressed the key fob. “I’d better go,” she said.

Andrew stepped away from the car and swung open the door for her, stepping aside to let her climb into the driver seat.

All the while, her mind was plotting, and imagining what it would be like if he gave her a goodnight kiss. She tried to imagine if she would collapse altogether and Andrew would end up calling 911.

She would never know. Just the same way she didn’t believe that Andrew was flirting with her and had held her hand as he walked her to her car. She had a wild imagination around Andrew, which made it easy for her to conclude that Andrew would never kiss her. 

“I would still like us to do something together,” he said, igniting hope that she wasn’t imagining things. “I know that I didn’t give you a definite plan last time.”

He stood by the open car door and Bianca waited for him to finish laying out his plan.

“Would you like to take a hike with me sometime?”

A hike was not a date, but anything with Andrew seemed exciting. Just to be around him was enough for her, except... “I hate hiking.”

Leila and Renee loved such things, but not Bianca. “I could do a walk, maybe?”

“Hey, Buchanan!” a male voice bellowed in the almost empty parking lot. “Did you forget that you’re my ride back home?”

Andrew ignored the voice and continued talking to her. “This is a different kind of hike. You’ll like it. It’s a night hike, and this is perfect, with a full moon.”

“Never heard of a night hike before.”

“That’s exactly why you should give it a  try. If you end up not liking it, we will turn around and do something different.”

“Buchanan, come on!” the voice interrupted, and Bianca could see the figure standing a few yards away. “I need to get home.”

Andrew turned to yell his response. “Take the bus.”

She could hear the teasing in Andrew’s voice, then he turned back to her. “When will be a good night for you?”

She didn’t work on Sundays, and she was off on Tuesday nights, but Andrew's schedule was different. She told him her days off.

“I’ll pick you up on Tuesday?”

It was a date! Not a typical date, but in her mind, it felt like it. “Sounds good!”

With that, he bid her goodnight and carefully closed her door.

It was only after she started driving that she saw Andrew jogging toward his colleague in the lot.

She was suddenly looking forward to whatever a night hike entailed.

What is today? Friday...

Four more days felt like eternity, before hanging out with Andrew, somewhere as they watched the stars. The fact that he wanted to take her to something he considered special was a thing in itself; and it gave her assurance and hope that maybe Andrew was not so far out of her league, after all.
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CHAPTER 14
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Andrew called himself all sorts of names as he tossed two backpacks in the back seat of his truck. He lifted the thermos and hefted it onto the floor mat in the back.

A night hike? What a ridiculous suggestion. He tried to shove the creeping doubt to the back of his mind as he backed out of the driveway. Was that a good place for a first date? It had been a long time since he’d asked a girl on a date. He and Callie had dated for so long that their outings together weren’t even planned.

He should’ve asked for Ezra or Renee’s advice on where to take a woman on a first date, before he’d asked out Bianca. Since he’d given his siblings the impression that he had all the answers to all the worlds’ problems, that hadn’t seemed much of an option.

Well, it was too late to back out now.

When he’d told his parents about taking Bianca for a night hike, Mom had gotten all carried away and thrown extra ideas at Andrew to make it a special date night. He could handle it himself, which was why he was carrying the thermos with hot chocolate, and a bag full of granola bars, trail mix, chocolate bars, apples and several  kinds of snacks.

Andrew had told his parents about his plans for the night hike mainly out of respect, since he was living with them. His parents knew his work schedule, and he didn’t want to give them any reason to wonder why, out of all his outings, he’d chosen to keep this one a secret. He felt like he was back in high school on curfew. 

For once he wasn’t worried about Rocky tearing up the couch. He’d left him enough food and had generously fed him dog treats. He hoped the dog was so stuffed and exhausted that he would be sleeping instead of ruining things in the house.

Earlier in the day, he had taken Rocky running at the same trail he planned to walk with Bianca that night, to get familiar with it before he took her there.

Despite his earlier exploration, Andrew still wanted to head to the trail before the sun hit the horizon. He wanted to show Bianca the view of the sunset, and let her get acquainted with the trail before it got dark.

He’d texted Bianca last night, reminding her to dress warmly. If she didn't have enough warm clothing, he’d packed extra gloves and hats, with two thermal blankets, just in case they needed them.

He slammed the back door of the truck and climbed into the driver’s seat, firing the engine. Twenty minutes later, Andrew pulled into Bianca’s bumpy driveway, parking behind her minivan.

As soon as he stepped out of the truck, the front door swung open and Daisy darted out, a paper waving in her hand as she ran through the tulips toward him. “Mr. Drew!”

Her wide smile warmed Andrew’s heart and he dropped to his knees to scoop her in a hug. “Hi, Sweetheart!”

“I drew a picture for you.” She backed out of his arms and held the paper up to him. Andrew took the colorful drawing from her, studying the two stick figures on a green background that looked kind of like hills.

“This is you and Mom taking a hike.” She pointed at the green colored hills. “This is the mountains where you’re going.”

His heart melted at her childish thoughtfulness. “I love it!” he said sincerely.

He then remembered the toys he’d bought for her at Target when he’d stopped to get some undershirts. He put her drawing on the dashboard, and picked up two boxes, handing one to her. “This is for you!”

Her face lit up. “Shopkins?” She wrapped her arms around Andrew again. “Thank you!”

He handed her the other box. “These chocolates are your Mom’s, but she’ll share with you and Uncle and Grandma,” he said, thinking it would be easier for Daisy to deliver the chocolates than doing it himself. 

“Mom says she likes you,” Daisy said mischievously. “Are you taking her on a date?”

Did seven year olds know the word date these days? What did he know about kids, anyway?

He patted her hair. “Something like that.” 

At the sound of the screen door closing, Andrew straightened and watched Bianca walk toward them. She smiled when their eyes met, and her hand flew to her hair that draped over her shoulder. The sight of her made his heart quicken. 

“Have fun!” Daisy’s voice pulled his eyes from Bianca, and he turned to her. Dropping the boxes to the edge of the grass, she flung her arms around his legs and Andrew lowered to give her another hug. 

“Thank you!”

“You need to get to bed at a decent hour,” Bianca instructed Daisy, pulling her brown coat close  to her. “It's a school night.”

Daisy turned to her mom and embraced her. “Mr. Drew bought me Shopkins.” She picked the boxes up and Bianca glanced at the two boxes in Daisy’s hands, then up to Andrew and back to Daisy. “That’s nice.”

“The chocolates are for you,” Daisy announced. “But Mr. Drew says you have to share with Grandma and Uncle.” 

“We can eat them tomorrow,” Bianca said, then glanced back to Andrew, her lips curving into a smile. “Thank you!”

“You’re welcome,” Andrew said.

“Grandma said that Uncle will take me on the bus when he goes to his friend’s place tonight,” Daisy spoke to her mom.

Bianca’s brows furrowed in disapproval. “Definitely not! Why would Grandma say something like that?”

“I’ve been wanting to ride a bus, and Grandma thought you would not let me. She said Uncle will take me some time when you're not around.”

Bianca shook her head slowly, her face serious as she turned as if going back to the house.

Daisy huffed, folding her arms. “All right, I’ll stay!” She muttered something about her Grandma being right about Bianca disapproving her trip on the bus. “Can I watch Shopkins instead?”

Bianca bent and kissed Daisy’s cheek. “Just one episode.” Her acceptance seemed like a compromise to keep Daisy from going on the bus. Andrew sensed her reluctance had nothing to do with the bus at all, but seemed to be more about her lack of confidence in Mateo watching Daisy.

“Why can’t I watch all four episodes?” Daisy’s lips curved in a pout, and Andrew watched as Bianca inhaled in exhaustion.

It wasn’t his place to step in, but he found himself doing so. “Because your mom knows what’s best for you.”

Daisy peered at Andrew, her pout slowly being replaced by a soft smile. “Okay. Have fun!” She waved, turned, and bounded back to the house.

Bianca smiled at Andrew. “Thanks for the intervention.”

He didn't feel like he’d done anything, other than set himself up for failure should Daisy have refused to listen to him. “I don’t know how you do it.”

“I’m always winging it.”

“You’re doing a great job.” He opened the passenger door of his truck for her, then closed it gently when she’d settled into her seat.

“You’re ready?” he asked after he was seated, and fired the engine.

“As I will ever be,” she said, fastening her seatbelt.

Andrew backed out of the driveway, then glanced up to see Carmen standing at the living room window, peeking through the curtains.

He chuckled and lifted his hand to wave. She waved back. When he glanced down at Bianca, she had her face buried in her hands.

“Sorry about my mother.”

Andrew outstretched his hand and touched her shoulder, keeping his eyes on the road. “Your mom didn’t do anything wrong.” He hoped that he wouldn’t have to apologize to her when it came to his dad. “In that case, I apologize in advance, because my dad is quite opinionated.” 

“I don’t think Robert is that bad, not even close to my mother,” she said, then switched the direction of their conversation. “Tell me more about this night hike.”

“I just blurted it out because it was the first thing that came to my mind when I asked you out,” he admitted. Thought it would be romantic at first. “I guess nature is my thing...hiking creates a deep connection with the outdoors, and I figured it's a good thing to hit the trail when it's dark.” He was rambling. “I’ve never done it in May before. Hiked it in the summertime instead.” 

“How long ago was that?”

“Twenty years ago.” He felt the need to explain why his family had hiked at night. “I was ten, and Ezra, eight. We were in scouts, and we went with our troop.”  He remembered that time to be the most enjoyable, simple trip outdoors, and he’d loved it. He told her how long he’d been a scout. “Of course, I quit after I reached the Arrow of Light rank, but Ezra made it to Eagle Scout.”

She was silent, and Andrew wondered if she was regretting the outing. “If you want, we could do something else...”

“No way.  I’ve been looking forward to this hike since Friday.” She dug in her purse and pulled out a pair of brown gloves, lifting them up. “I even bought these for the occasion.”

He kept his eyes on the road, but he could hear a smile in her tone.

He asked her about her day, and her eyes lit up when she described some of her favorite animals their clients had brought into the clinic. 

Andrew exited the busy street, turning left onto an unpaved road before asking the question burning in the back of his mind. Namely, why she was edgy with Mateo. “Why didn’t you want Daisy to take the bus with Mateo tonight?”

“It’s not that....I  just don’t trust his friends. People who don’t have normal jobs, and hang out at the house all day. I don't even know them.” She exhaled in frustration. “He has a family back home, and it just bothers me that he’s not with them.”

She vented about Mateo’s reluctance to look for work. “I’m glad you helped him find a job that actually pays where he can still play his music.”

“My pleasure.”

As if feeling guilty about sharing her frustrations with Mateo, she continued, “I’m sorry that you’ve noticed my resistance to Mateo. See, I was raised by a single mom, and Mateo doesn’t know who his dad is,” she said. “My dad... I don’t keep in touch as much. When he and mom got divorced, he remarried and now he has three other kids. They live in Arizona, not close enough for me to develop a close relationship.” 

Burning with regret that he’d asked about her brother, Andrew reached for her hand over the console. “It’s okay, I totally understand why you have to do what you do to protect your daughter in any way possible.”

He didn't blame her for not wanting  Daisy to hang out with a bunch of guys. Heck, he would never let that happen with his sister, either. Not until recently, when Renee started dating Jake, did Andrew warm up to the idea of Renee being with any guy.

Regardless of the circumstances, family was very important, especially to Daisy, and no doubt Mateo loved his niece. “Maybe Daisy longs to connect with her uncle. Maybe letting him watch her at home once in a while, or walk her to the park or something, might ease your doubts about your brother.” 

“I know,” she said. Her gaze drifted and fixated on the windshield, then out at the thick green branches that slapped at the glass as they drove past. “I need to get over my own issues.”

After three miles of bumpy road, Andrew drove up a hill and pulled into a parking lot.

A Volkswagen was pulling out of a parking space as Andrew cut his engine. Another couple climbed into an SUV in the parking lot and drove away, leaving Andrew's truck as the only car on the lot.

Once they stepped out of the truck, he hoisted the backpack onto his back and watched Bianca zip up her coat.

Her gaze was intent on the trees and the city down below. “This is beautiful! I like it already.”

“You haven't seen the best part yet.” He reached for the night lamps from the bucket in the back seat and tucked them in the side pockets of his backpack. Peering at the orange sky, he noticed the temperature was dropping slightly as late evening approached.

He wasn’t sure if she'd eaten dinner before he picked her up, but it wasn’t a good idea to eat right before the hike. Being hungry wasn’t any better. “I brought some snacks and hot chocolate if you’re hungry.”

“I had an early dinner.” She ambled toward him as he buckled the backpack straps around his waist. “I might have some of  that hot chocolate after the hike, though.” 

She slipped her fingers into her gloves.

“Ready?” he asked. 

She nodded, and they started their ascent. They walked side by side, the sinking summer sun warm on their shoulders. The smell of pollen hung thick in the air.

The earlier start allowed time for them and their feet to acclimate to the growing darkness and trail conditions. The three mile hike seemed ideal for a first-time night hiker, because the gently sloping trail was still close to the city.

The hike took longer than Andrew would normally take because they stopped from time to time so Bianca could catch her breath. The full moon and bright stars lit their path, making for a perfect climb as they reached the trail’s peak almost two hours later. 

“This is dazzling!” Bianca managed to gasp. Andrew placed his hand on her lower back and they both stared at the full view of the metro’s lights. From that height, they could see the stars more clearly. 

“You did great,” Andrew said.

Bianca’s heavy breathing slowed her words. “I’m surprised I made it over this hill.”

“Wasn't too bad, was it?”

“My feet hurt a little.” She laughed, relaxing. “But for the view, it was worth the climb.”

Andrew searched the sky, and a smile curved his lips when he sighted the brightest point of one of the easiest constellations to identify.  

He reached for Bianca’s hand. “Look at this!” He pointed to the sky and used her hand to trace an outline. “You see that shape?”

Bianca’s breathing was louder, her warm breath tickling his neck, and he tried to keep his hand steady in hers.

“Uh...I don't,” she whispered.

“It looks like a bowl with a handle.”

“Oh...I see it now.”

“Along the handle, there’s that brightest star. That’s the North Star....” Are my palms sweating? He dropped her hand to get a grip on his runaway emotions.

“At the end of the constellation itself.” His voice was more strained than he cared for it to be. “The Big Dipper can help you to find the Little Dipper, which is where you’ll find the brightest star.”

He had no idea if his words made any sense. His mouth was suddenly dry and he lowered the backpack from his back, then retrieved their water bottles from the side pockets. He handed her her half empty Aquafina water bottle, and he drank from his thermos.

They stood silently for a few minutes, each lost in their own thoughts, before he steered her forward to the overlook.

“This is Fort Rock at night?” Bianca said.

“Sure is.” He took the binoculars from his jacket pocket and peered through them to see if he could spot any main streets in the city. 

He handed the binoculars to her once he’d sighted a couple of the lit signs marking the city’s main street. “You can see North Main.”

Bianca was silent as she stared through the binoculars. “I see 285, too,” she said after a moment, and turned to him. “It's beautiful from here.” 

“I’ve always thought so.”

“This is the best outing I’ve ever had,” she said, her words catching him by surprise.

He then thought of all the outings he would take a woman to, and none came close to surpassing God’s beauty. “Me, too,” he said.

Their eyes locked on each other's, and he felt an awareness he’d not felt in a long time, taking up all the air between them.

It was hard to know how long they stood gazing at each other in the soft glow of the full moon, but finally she said, “Thank you so much...for bringing me.”

“Glad you liked it.”

“Did you bring your previous girlfriends here?”

The question was unexpected, but sooner or later, he needed to tell her about his previous relationships.

“No. Remember when I mentioned earlier that the last time I came here, I was only ten? Too young to have a girlfriend.”

“Oh....” she said. “Do you and Callie keep in touch?”

How much did this woman know about him? She knew Callie’s name, too. That should scare him, but it warmed him instead that she’d taken the initiative to find out more about him.

“No... she and I are done.”

“Okay,” she said simply, and Andrew thought the subject was finished. But after a moment, she looked up at him and asked, “Why did you two break up?”

Andrew suspected she already knew the answer, but he confessed everything she needed to know about his past. “We were together for so long, that I didn’t see the break-up coming.” Telling her felt awkward, but it was better to get things out in the open.

Bianca stared down at the scenery, listening in silence, a thoughtful look on her face. After he’d finished, she turned back to him. “Thank you for telling me what happened.”

Relieved that he didn’t have to talk anymore about his ex, Andrew said, “It’s getting late. Shall we head back down?”

She nodded, and he handed her one of the headlamps. “Wouldn’t hurt to carry the extra light in case we need it.”

“Thanks!” As she slid the head lamp over her head, her soft hair brushed his fingers.

“You just slide the front button if you need to turn on the light.”

“Thanks,” she whispered again.

With the moon lighting the narrow path, Andrew stepped aside to let her take the lead, although he followed closely. They walked in silence, listening to the crickets sing.  They came across more than one critter across the path.

“Aaiiee!” Bianca jumped, then turned and slammed right into Andrew, clutching at his arm. 

Scared, Andrew wrapped his arm protectively around her. “What’s wrong?”

With her leaning against his side, her heart thumping against his ribcage was the only response he heard. He flicked on the headlamp, and a deer stared right back at him for a few seconds before it sped off into the night.

“What else could be out there?” She spoke in rapid breaths as she dropped Andrew’s arm.

“More deer,” Andrew said in a light tone, hoping to alleviate her panic. “Maybe we should just keep talking to announce our presence.”

“This time you take the lead!” she said, and Andrew stepped ahead of her.

They both kept their lights off to enjoy their surroundings. He stepped over a rock and held out his hand to grasp her gloved fingers. He helped her over, releasing her hand once they were safely down.

Now that he’d told her about his past relationships, he felt he’d earned the right to ask about hers. He cleared his throat. “How old was Daisy when your husband died?”

She was quiet for a long time, so long that he thought she was not going to answer.

“One.” 

Andrew’s chest tightened as sorrow seeped in for an infant who’d never known her father. He instantly felt a strong urge to do something, anything for Daisy, to make up for the memories she’d missed with her dad. Ezra had said that Daisy's dad had died in the line of duty, but Andrew still had to ask, “How did he die?” 

The path widened and Andrew glanced sideways at her after a lengthy silence.

“In Iraq,” she finally answered. “He and two others had been driving when a bomb was thrown at their jeep.”

He was too overwhelmed to ask any more questions, especially when her voice shook as she described how hard the first two years had been for her as a single mom.

Andrew stopped walking and took her gloved hand in his, not saying anything, but honoring the moment of silence they shared. After a few seconds, he squeezed her hand. “Daisy is so blessed to have such a wonderful mom.”

She sniffled and swiped at her face with her palm, erasing the tears that Andrew knew were spilling from her eyes. “I don’t know if I’m doing anything right.”

Without giving it much thought, Andrew wrapped both arms around her and held her tight. She stiffened at first, as though the action startled her, but then she buried her face in his chest while painful sobs shook her shoulders. He wanted to tell her that everything was going to be okay because God had her and her family in the palm of His hands.

In that moment, he learned that next to his mom, Bianca was the strongest woman he’d ever met. 

“You’re doing everything right,” he whispered, meaning it. “Otherwise, God wouldn't have entrusted you with Daisy. You’re the only mother who can make Daisy happy, and you are everything she needs.”

“You’re so nice to say that,” she said, her voice breaking.

His heart ached at hearing her doubts. Andrew had noticed her tendency to doubt herself in so many ways, yet she was gorgeous and competent. As long as she would allow him into her life, he wanted to always remind her of how amazing she was, starting now.

“Never doubt yourself, Bianca.” He gently rubbed her back. “You’re smart, beautiful, and an excellent mom...Not to mention all the little things that make you, you.”

After a few more seconds she slowly slid out of his embrace. “You must think I’m such a baby!”

“I love babies...especially now that I have a niece.” 

She chuckled, and he liked the sound of her laughter, especially after the moment of sorrowful memories. He peered down at her. “It's good to talk about our pain with others. It helps us move forward.” It was easier to tell that to others than to himself. He was used to listening and giving advice to people, which came with being a big brother and a leader at his job.

They resumed their walk.

“Almost there,” Andrew spoke between heavy gasps of breaths as they trudged down the final slope. He could see the truck was the only car in the parking lot. He climbed over an arched stone embedded in their path, and then held out a hand for Bianca.

“It's harder to climb these rocks,” she said, a smile in her voice as she took his hands in hers and climbed over the rock.

“That’s why I’m here as your guide.” He tightened his grip around her fingers, wishing he’d taken off his glove so he could feel the warmth from her palm.

She lowered herself and all but tumbled over and into Andrew’s chest. “Oh...” 

He wrapped a hand around her back to steady her, but the warm breath from her lips tickled his own, sending warm sensations over him. She remained still, not moving, her heart thumping against his loud heartbeat. Andrew felt a sudden rush of blood through his body as he breathed in the soft smell of her hair.

He lifted his other hand to his mouth and yanked off the glove using his teeth, then dropped it on the ground. They stared into each other's eyes. In the moonlight, Andrew sensed Bianca’s attraction for him through her eyes. At least I’m not alone in this.

He could feel her body trembling with his other gloved hand around her waist as an anchor. He lifted the ungloved hand to the back of her neck, and her breathing picked up a pace when he lowered his lips to hers. 

He savored the gentle brush of her soft lips, seeking and cautious against his. She didn’t back away from him, although her body language seemed as if she were hesitant. The kiss lasted for less than two seconds, but they were both breathing hard when it ended.

Bianca giggled nervously, putting her hands on her lips. “I...I didn't expect...”

“Me, either.” He hoped that she meant the kiss caught her off-guard, because he hadn’t planned on kissing her when they started the hike.

They made it to the truck in silence, and he tossed the backpack in the back. He kept the tailgate open and sprawled a blanket over it for them to sit while they enjoyed their hot chocolate.

The moon lit her face, giving her skin a soft glow. She’s beautiful.  How had he been blind to never see that?

The hooting of an owl split the silence of the forest. The silence between them was getting more awkward and he racked his mind to say something.

“How do you speak English and Spanish so fluently?” He tilted the travel mug on his lips to take a sip, waiting for her to finish sipping hers. “Even Daisy speaks both languages well.”

“Mama speaks Spanish all the time.”

They chatted about random things as they polished off their hot cocoa and put the travel mugs in the bucket to be cleaned later.

After closing the tailgate, they got in the truck and Andrew fired the engine. The dashboard showed eleven thirty pm. He hadn’t expected them to be gone this late, but time had flown by so fast.

He reached for Bianca’s hand, entwining her fingers with his. “When can I see you again?”

“I will not be at soccer practice tomorrow.”

Ugh, she had to work. She’d told him that earlier. “Maybe on Saturday at the game?”

“I have to work then, too.”

Even as he tried to keep the conversation flowing, he sensed a slight resistance from her. She didn’t seem as chatty as she’d been on the drive up to the hike. Had his kiss scared her? Had that been a rush move on his part? 

He grimaced as the steering wheel vibrated underneath his hands when he drove down the raggedy road with the moon and headlights guiding their path.

What had started out as a bright day of hope had ended with more doubts. Concrete results would be more valid than speculations in this matter. But that's what he was more afraid of than doubt itself.

Women! He had yet to figure out the right formula. He shook off the thoughts. He needed a lesson in dating, something he’d never had an issue with before.

It was becoming more clear that he’d found the right woman, just as he’d just lost one. Why would he wait and dance around? Bianca seemed to be fond of him, at least he thought so. If he was right, what was holding her back?
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CHAPTER 15
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The afternoon breeze stirred the smell of manure as Bianca held the halter around the horse’s muzzle while the veterinarian administered an oral exam. The owner stroked the horse's head to keep it calm while the vet poked at its teeth.

Bianca didn’t mind working outside the office from time to time, because every barn, every owner, and every farm animal was unique. It kept her job from getting boring.

What made this afternoon even more interesting was the reminiscence  of Andrew’s kiss three days ago. It still lingered on her lips and roamed in her thoughts.

Although she’d envisioned her first date with Andrew to be in a fancy restaurant, where she would be dressed in some uncomfortable stilettos, she’d liked dressing casually for the outdoors. As it turned out, Andrew was a simpler guy than she’d envisioned. He was in her element as far as simplicity went. The entire night had been romantic—made even more special by knowing that she was the first woman he’d taken to one of his special places. 

It was now her special place, too, because Andrew had kissed her. The most romantic, gentle and loving kiss she’d ever had. After so many months of dreaming of Andrew’s lips on hers, when it finally happened, she’d all but frozen.

She closed her eyes and gritted her teeth at the thought of her dumb reaction.

Why had John chosen that instant to creep up in her mind? She’d felt guilty, as if she were cheating by kissing Andrew. Otherwise, she probably would’ve clung to Andrew’s shirt and moved her hand around his back, or anything similar to what she’d seen in movies.

Did Andrew really kiss her? Or had it been another dream of hers? She couldn’t get past the fog of unbelief that she’d tasted his warm lips.

Her body boiled with anger again, anger at herself. Now would be a good time to stuff some candy or any junk food in her mouth. What if Andrew thought she wasn’t impressed with his kiss, or that she wasn't into him? 

The thought hadn’t occurred to her until she spoke to her counselor yesterday. He’d assured her that it was normal to feel as if she were cheating on her deceased husband if she fell for somebody else. It was hard for widows and widowers to get into dating, because they bore the guilt both ways—feeling condemned for “cheating” on a dead spouse, and guilt that the new guy might assume she didn’t like him.

Her heart started racing, more out of panic this time, as she was torn between a dead husband and the man who could be a part of her future. 

Her future? Did she just assume that Andrew was part of her future?

Why was she attracted to another hero? Andrew’s job was just as dangerous as John’s job had been. He could enter a flaming building and not make it out alive. Daisy liked Andrew a lot, and that would mean she would have to be an orphan twice, and Bianca a widow again. 

She was getting way ahead of things here. Andrew was never going to go on another date with her, let alone marry her. Not after her kiss blunder, and her strange mother constantly bugging him with house projects.

“We’re all done!”

Bianca blinked when Dr. Emerson’s voice pulled her back to the present. 

She straightened and brushed her hands together, then moved to the other side of the horse and stroked it gently. “Good boy!”  She had to thank the animal for not kicking her.

After dragging the dirt and horse hair into a bucket, she intended to drop them back at the office so the lab technician could process samples.

“I’ll run those samples back to the hospital.” Dr. Emerson put out his hand and Bianca handed the contents to him. “If you can make that call to the Papillon’s owner before you leave, that would be great.” 

In spite of the doctor’s casual tone, the ‘call’ was a big deal. Bianca dreaded calling clients to let them know their beloved pet would need to be put down. 

In her van, Bianca held her phone and stared at the screen for a few seconds, then said a prayer, something she did whenever she had to make this kind of call. Making a decision to euthanize a pet felt gut wrenching, but it was also hard to watch an animal suffer with excruciating pain.

The screen showed 1:45 when she punched in the numbers.

“Is Pixie okay?!” were the woman’s first words when she responded after the second ring.

Bianca had to be honest. “I have bad news.”

Bianca explained to her client about a tumor they’d discovered. The little spaniel was twelve years old and had undergone a spinal surgery last year, and a belly surgery six months ago.

“How...how much time do you think she has left?” The owner’s voice broke.

“It's hard to tell.” The spaniel was in pain, but it was left to the owner to decide when to put their pet to sleep.

Bianca leaned her head into the steering wheel, and her heart ripped to pieces as she listened to her client’s soft sobs. She stayed that way for as long as her client felt the need to stay on the line. The woman blew her nose and let out a shuddering sigh. It was Bianca’s cue to continue. 

“We will walk you through the process,” Bianca promised before offering condolences and hanging up.

This was the worst part of her job.

Digging her keys from her handbag, she started her van, finally glanced at the dashboard, then suddenly blinked when she stared at the time. “Oh, no!”

She needed to be at Daisy’s school in five minutes.

Even if she flew a plane, there was no way she was going to make thirty miles in that span of time. Not even Leila could pull it off on time, even if her baby was awake and already fed.

Her mind scrambled as she browsed through her phone to call the school and let them know that she would be late. Showing up that late would cost her $100—it was a penalty to discourage parents from taking advantage by showing up late each time.

Her eyes widened when she caught Andrew’s name in her contacts. An idea formed. The fire station was right next to the school, but what were the chances that Andrew was not off somewhere fighting a fire?

It wouldn’t hurt to try. She pressed the green call symbol and lifted her phone to her ear.

“Oh, hi, Bianca.” His deep voice stirred the butterflies in her stomach, but now was not the time to daydream.

“Uh... I’m ...is there any chance you’re not too busy right now?.”

“We just got back from a house fire. Everything okay?”

He was probably busy, but she asked anyway. “I’m running late and was wondering if you can help me pick up Daisy from school?”

Without hesitation, he asked, “What’s the procedure?”

She told him how to get to the office. “I’ll call the school and let them know.”

“Got you covered.” 

“I’ll pick her up from the fire station on my way to the cafe.” Maybe she could see him, and talk about the kiss.

“Don’t worry, I will get her to Leila’s if it helps.”

She didn’t want to bother him any more, but one less stop would keep her from being late to the cafe. “Are you sure?”

He chuckled. “I wouldn’t have offered if it was inconvenient. Glad you called.”

“Thank you so much!”

“Anytime, Bianca. Anytime.”

She hung up and dialed the school.

If Andrew was dropping Daisy off at Leila’s, that meant she wouldn’t need to stop by the fire station, and it also meant that she wouldn’t be seeing him tonight. She felt a slight pang of disappointment at the thought.




[image: image]

STANDING ON THE GRASSY open space behind the firehouse, Andrew divided his attention between Daisy’s chatter about the tooth she’d lost and his men, who were doing drills.

They’d roped off a space from the back parking lot to the open field with yellow tape so they could practice in-house drills for at least an hour.

Andrew noticed the untouched cheeseburger in Daisy’s hand. He’d stopped by Burger King after school when Daisy said she was hungry. “Thought you were starving!”

“Oh...” She lifted her hamburger and took the first bite, then mumbled over her mouthful, “What are they doing now?”

Andrew peered at the group manning the heavy, two-length hose which snaked from the hydrant below the path where he stood. The roar of the water gushing through it echoed in their otherwise peaceful surroundings as it shot a steady stream into the open field. Three extra lengths of hose in varying sizes were draped on the fire engine several yards away.

Andrew had split the ten firefighters into two teams, and the first team had done a good job of rearranging the hoses and nozzles to make the drill harder for the second team.

“They’re going to see who’s fastest at connecting more hoses to that first one.”

“Why?” Daisy asked with a child’s typical curiosity.

“They might need a longer hose in case there’s not a hydrant close enough to the house that’s on fire, or if they need to spray water higher up for a tall building.”

Daisy nodded, nibbling another bite of her cheeseburger. Andrew took advantage of her silence to signal the pump operator. The moment he hit his stopwatch, the water flow died to a trickle and several firefighters scrambled to grab another length of hose from the truck. The remaining team members quickly worked to remove the nozzle in preparation for the next hose to be added.

“They’re moving so fast!” Daisy giggled, watching the firefighters advance on their knees carrying the hose, simulating the difficult conditions they might face during an actual fire.

Andrew looked down at the stopwatch on his iPad—four minutes and twenty seconds had already ticked away as the men worked to attach a third length of hose to the dripping line. “We’ll see which team can do it faster.”

As soon as the hose was connected, the water was turned back on, bursting through the nozzle in a powerful stream. Andrew tapped a finger on his iPad to stop the timer. Five minutes and ten seconds, much slower than their first attempt.

Andrew sighed. There was never enough practice for working with the hoses, one of the most needed skills to maintain.

“Nozzle team!” Andrew called, and the team with the hose whipped their heads toward him. “Let’s practice that second technique again.”

After a few more minutes of the team stretching the hose from the engine, Andrew called, “That’s enough.” He had the teams switch positions until every person had worked at connecting the extra hose lengths.

“Which group won?” Daisy asked, still holding her half eaten hamburger.

“They weren’t competing," Andrew explained. “The teams performed two different techniques. The first group used a hose clamp. The second one had to stretch the extra length from the engine, disconnect the working hose from the engine, and attach it to the extra length.”

“Okay. Where can I throw this?” She held the wrapper from the hamburger out to Andrew. She’d obviously had her fill of both food and of technical explanations. 

Andrew accepted the wrapper, amused and disappointed.

“Looks like the first method was much faster,” Levi Galinksy yelled from a distance.

Andrew beckoned to Daisy to walk with him to his workmates.

“We had to pull a lot of hose before the new length was stretched,” said Mason, who’d been a part of the nozzle crew.

“Whereas in the first method....” Zeb wiped perspiration from his balding head. “Since the extra length was closer to the nozzle, the hose between it and the engine had already been stretched, and was not acting as dead weight.”

Although he was certain they knew the answer, Andrew quizzed them. “When should you start thinking about adding hose lengths?”

“Any structure fire involving large or set back buildings,” Mason, the junior firefighter, said. 

“And any garden apartment complex fire with deep courtyards,” another firefighter offered.

“Or any fire where you find yourself using fifty feet of hose just to reach the building,” Levi added, shrugging. “When in doubt, add hose.”

“This was so fun!” Daisy said as the team scattered around to clean up.

“I know, right?” Andrew glanced around the residential brick homes on the east side of the open space. A couple of kids were watching the guys pulling back the hoses. “Let’s help clean up!” 

After working alongside his team to gather up the equipment, and getting everything safely inside, he and Daisy sat on the grass for a few minutes. Her conversation bounced from school friends, to her grandma and mom. “She loves chocolate.”

Andrew made a mental note, to get Bianca some more chocolates the next time he got the opportunity to see her.

Daisy then insisted on teaching Andrew a hand-clapping game.

He realized quickly that he wasn’t as good at hand coordination as Daisy. “How about we work on unique handshakes?”

“Okay.” 

Andrew reached his hand out to Daisy, palm out. “It all starts with a quick high-five...”

They traded a high five, then flipped their palms over and slapped the backs of their hands together.

“...and shake,” Andrew instructed, which Daisy did with enthusiasm. “Then we end with a knuckle bump.”

“Let’s do it again!” Daisy said excitedly, and they repeated the moves with Daisy calling them out. “High five, back hand, shake, and a fist!”

They bumped fists, then repeated the process two more times.

“I love this!” she exclaimed. “That will be our secret handshake.”

“I think that’s a great idea,” Andrew agreed.

Daisy was distracted by something else.

“Whose bikes are those?" she asked, pointing to kids’ bikes that were propped against the wall.

“Gilinskey’s kids. They ride their bikes around this trail when they stop by.” The weather wasn’t bad. Maybe she wanted to have a bike ride? “If you want to take the purple one for a spin, I’m sure it would be...”

"I don't know how to ride a bike,” she interrupted. “Uncle Ez said he would teach me this summer."

Every child deserved to experience the joy of biking. He’d ridden his bike for as long as he could remember; perhaps he’d learned the moment he started walking. Each time Andrew thought of his childhood, biking through their neighborhood always came to mind. 

He doubted Ezra had the time to do anything else besides catching up on sleep whenever he wasn't working or taking care of his family. “The next time I have a Saturday off, I'll teach you how to bike.” Except he already had plans tomorrow, plans to give her mom a day off from work.

“I don't have a bike.”

"Don't worry about it." They’d make a day out of it. “But I’ll have to talk to your mom first.”

“What if she says no... like she refuses to let me take the bus with Uncle?”

“Your mom knows what’s best for you.  If she says no, we can just stick to walks at the park.”

“Walks are so boring.”

Andrew chuckled and stood, then brushed the grass residue from the back of his pants. “I better drop you off at your aunt’s house.”

“Can I stay?” Daisy stood up and slumped her shoulders. “Please?” 

That pleading face! One look at the deep brown eyes that mirrored her mom’s, and Andrew knew his response. He breathed in a defeated sigh, wondering how he was going to keep her entertained.

Andrew glanced at his watch. It had been a little over an hour since he’d picked her up from school, and he’d texted Leila to let her know that he would be running late to drop Daisy off.

“Let the kid stay.” This from Levi, stepping toward them with a glass of something orange. “I could use someone to taste-test my new invention.”

“I loved the lemonade drink.” Daisy smiled at Levi, whose face lit up at the child’s compliment.

“That qualifies you to sample all my beverages. Wait till you try this orange-mango mix I made.”

Daisy took the glass from Levi and tilted it to her lips. “Yum!” she said, smacking her lips.

“I told your mom that I would take you to your aunt’s house.”

“Pretty please!” She put her hands together in a pleading gesture, and Andrew wouldn’t argue anymore with her. If they got called out on a serious call, Anna, a motherly woman in her late forties who helped the chief with clerical work, was always there at the station and she could watch Daisy.

He patted his navy cargo pockets for his cell phone, but they were empty. He nodded toward the firehouse. “Let’s go back inside so I can text your mom and your aunt.”

“Yay!” Daisy squealed. “I get to drink more juice!”

“I got a few ideas for my new drinks.” Levi walked beside Daisy as if she were the beverage critic, as he explained the various flavors of whatever juices he had.

“Not too much sugar for her,” Andrew warned.

“Kids love sugar,” Levi responded as they walked past Andrew.

She’d already gulped two glasses of Levi’s juice that he’d given her the instant Daisy arrived at the firehouse. A smile curved Andrew’s lips when he caught himself in his concern for Daisy’s eating habits. He slowed, joy radiating through him, as he watched Daisy happily skipping beside Levi, approaching the back door to the firehouse. She was a child, really—forget healthy eating for this one afternoon and let her drink however much juice she wanted.
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BIANCA’S PHONE VIBRATED in her pocket just as she set down beverages for a table of three. The woman’s two boys, who didn’t seem much older than Daisy, were ripping open the sugar packets and pouring them in their mouth.

On her way back to the kitchen, Pascal waved her over to the counter. She breathed in the smell of pastries through the clear glass counter where her boss rested his thick arms.

“I don’t need you to come in tomorrow.”

Bianca frowned, wondering why she wasn’t needed to work on a Saturday. She was counting on that money.

As if reading her mind, he continued, “You will still get paid. This one time, take tomorrow off and take care of your family.”

“My family is fine.”

“Just consider it an early Mother’s Day gift, then,” he insisted in his French accent.

Was it something he did often for his employees?

“Thanks?” she said with a question mark, since the gesture caught her off guard. Questions buzzed in her mind as she headed for the kitchen. Had she done something wrong? No, he would have said she’d been fired. And he was paying her to take a day off, too? It was too good to be true. 

She tossed the tray down on the table in the kitchen, then pulled her phone out of the pocket of her apron.

Her heart immediately skipped when she saw a text message from Andrew.

She slid her thumb across the screen to read it.

Andrew:  Can Daisy hang out at the fire station until you get off work?

She hoped that Daisy hadn’t pleaded and guilted him into keeping her there. She typed her response with shaky fingers.

Bianca: You have to work, and she will be in your way.

Andrew: I wouldn’t have asked if she’s in the way.

Bianca: Okay, I will text Leila and let her know.

Andrew: I’ll text her.

Bianca: Thanks

Andrew responded with a clapping hands emoji. 

She shoved her phone back into her pocket and inhaled as if she’d just seen him again—she was going to see him tonight, after all.

Her mind got busy working. She was going to reek of hamburgers and fries. Perhaps she would stop by Leila’s house and take a shower. She frowned at the thought of having to explain to her friend why she needed to shower before going after Daisy.

Oh, wait a minute! She put a finger on her chin as she formulated a plan. I could just go back to the house and shower there, then change before I pick up Daisy. That made sense, anyway. The fire station was in her community and she was not showing up to speak to Andrew while smelling like fries and grease and smoke from the restaurant.

Satisfied with her plan, she sped home when her shift ended at eight. Thankfully, rush hour traffic was way past, and she got home in less than twenty minutes.

After a fast shower, she changed into a black v-neck sweater and dark leggings and stepped out of her room.

Carmen paused her scissors from clipping coupons and eyed her distastefully. “Black’s like you’re going to a funeral.”

She waved her mom off with her hand and clutched her purse. “I gotta go.”

“Take him some dinner!” Carmen called.

Bianca strode to the door. “Not tonight, Mama!”

She didn't want to give him the impression that she’d gone back home and showered, even though he’d probably know, because she wouldn’t be in her restaurant uniform. 

In less than ten minutes, Bianca was walking through the wide open bay doors of the fire station. Laughter erupted from the room she hadn’t entered yet, and the smell of comfort food mingled with water, and maybe firehouse, filled her nostrils. She took a deep breath before she walked into what appeared to be a kitchen. Three slow cookers stood on a marble counter, emanating  the smell of their dinner, she assumed.

Laughter died down from the west side of the kitchen when all eyes from the long table stared back at her. They said mixed hellos, then the conversation at the table resumed.

Everyone had a dinner plate in front of them. Some of them were familiar faces she’d served at the cafe before.

“Mom!” Daisy pushed her chair back from between Andrew and an older gentleman, then darted toward her.

Rocky ran past Daisy, all but leaping onto Bianca. 

She bent to greet the Dane. “Hi, big guy.”

Rocky licked her arm, wagging his tail furiously. After a few moments of sniffing Bianca’s handbag, he realized that she had nothing for him and wandered back to the dining table.

“We’re having dinner!” Daisy announced.

She waved Daisy back. “Don’t let me stop you.” 

“I wasn’t hungry. Mr. Drew bought me a cheeseburger after school. He said it's good to try new things.”

Daisy had never eaten a hamburger before. At least, she’d always turned it down when Bianca offered one. “We better get going.” 

“I haven’t eaten my cake...and juice, too.” Daisy pointed back to the table, jabbering something about taste-testing juice. “Would you like some cake?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

From the corner of her eye, Bianca spotted Andrew ambling toward them.

“Hey!” he greeted, nothing but softness in his eyes when she stared up at him. 

“Thanks for watching Daisy.” She bit her lower lip, her heart thumping at his proximity. “I...” What was she supposed to say? Her tongue suddenly lost its coordination.

He tipped his head toward the table. “Come have some dinner.”

No way was she going to join a group of firefighters. What was she going to talk about?

“I’m not hungry.” That was the truth. After smelling all the food at work, she seemed to lose her appetite. “I'll just take Daisy and let you get back to your dinner.”

“I’m gonna go finish my juice and cake first, though.” Daisy ran back to the seat and Andrew turned toward a door on the left. 

“I’ll go get her backpack.”

Feeling the need to clear the air from their last encounter, she realized this was her only opportunity to speak to Andrew without Daisy eavesdropping. She followed him through a door into a medium sized room, and closed the door behind her, turning the lock with a final click.

Andrew turned as he pulled the pink backpack from a tall grey file cabinet. “Oh...!”

She walked over to the blinds and pulled them closed. “I wanted to talk to you...”

Her body shook at her attempt at boldness. She bit her lower lip, then tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

He grinned and dropped the back pack on the desk next to the computer, then ambled toward her.

Her heart raced in anticipation. Even hearing voices just outside his office, she realized how alone they were.

“Behind closed doors, huh?” Andrew said. “What do we need to talk about, Bianca?” His voice was low as he closed the gap between them and lowered his face to hers.

She swallowed at the feel of his warm breath against her nose. Her mouth instantly felt dry. “I... about...the kiss.”

She sucked in a breath at the confused urgency on his face.

“I don't want to talk about the kiss.” His voice was warm and amused.

She didn’t want to talk about it,either. She’d already messed up their first kiss and it was up to her to make things right. She had no idea how, but she summoned up the courage to stretch up on tip-toes and brush her lips to his.

It was Andrew who took things to the next level, when he slipped his hand around the back of her neck. The next thing she registered was tasting his warm and soft kisses. She tasted beef on his breath, and he smelled of an appealing combination of spice and hard work. Although she’d been kissed before, Andrew knew exactly how to make her forget. Her heart pounded, and she felt warm from head to toe.

When Andrew pulled back and stared at her with longing, she felt as if she were in a different world. He brushed loose strands of hair from her face, his breathing as loud as her own. 

“Bianca Perez.” His voice was gruff and amused at the same time. “You’re such a scandalous woman.” 

Daisy would be knocking at the door any second, and there were his colleagues right there, as well. Never one to be involved in anything close to scandal, this sure was going down in the books.

She didn’t want him to assume that she made a habit of  kissing guys in their offices. Unable to meet the knowing look in his eyes, she whispered, “I’ve never done...something like this before...” 

“I’m glad to be the first to witness your scandalous behavior.”

She wrinkled her nose and tried to shove him away with her hand, but he grabbed it, then pulled her back for another slow kiss.

Her legs were still shaking when they stepped out of his office, Daisy’s backpack in her hand. Not wanting to show her guilty face to his colleagues, she said, “Meet me outside?”

Leaving him to get Daisy, she waited outside until they joined her a few minutes later.

The security light of the bay lit the driveway as they strolled lazily, Daisy rambling about her excitement for the day. “Mr. Drew pulled a puppy out of the drain, and I got to see it, Mom!”

“Is she allowed to ride in the fire truck?” She didn't want him to get in trouble on their account.

“It was in the neighborhood. Daisy and I drove in my truck, while Levi and Mason rode the Engine.”

The enthusiasm in Daisy’s voice continued to warm Bianca’s heart. “Thank you so much!”

“She’s a sweetheart. I had fun with her, too.” His words were genuine. “Thank you for letting me help.”

Daisy saw Andrew more often than Bianca did. Daisy had told her he sometimes showed up at Ezra’s house while she was there. That was on top of his recent drop-ins at her house to fix things several times while Bianca was at work. Daisy's attachment to him was growing right along with her own

Daisy cut between Bianca and Andrew as they walked through the parking lot toward Bianca’s car, then threw her arms around Andrew’s legs, causing him to stop. “I love you, Mr. Drew!”

Her daughter's words seemed to choke, and the way she clung to Andrew caused Bianca’s heart to tremble with fear. He loved his niece, no doubt, but what if he didn't want to parent someone else's kid?

Even though Andrew knelt to Daisy’s level, he still towered over her. He peered into her eyes. “Oh, Daisy,  you've made me so happy,  I don't even know how to tell you this. I’m so, so glad that you’re a part of my life.”

Did it make Bianca a terrible mom for being jealous of the way Andrew knelt and wrapped his arms around her daughter? Her heart felt like exploding at the sentimental way he adored her little girl.

“When are we going biking?”

Biking? What kind of conversations did Andrew have with Daisy?

Andrew planted a kiss on Daisy's forehead. “I’ll talk to your mom first, okay?”

Daisy nodded, then stuck her hand out. “Can we do the handshake you showed me?”

Bianca watched as they did a complicated handshake that ended in a knuckle bump.

“That will be our secret handshake,” Daisy said.

“As long as your mom didn't master our secret.” His tone was light as he rose up, then gripped the back of his neck, and addressed Bianca. “Can I call you later? To talk about Daisy’s bike lesson, I mean?”

No matter the reason, she was grateful to have an excuse to hear his voice. “Sure!”

After they’d said their goodbyes, Andrew slid open the door for her and Daisy, and Bianca listened as he reminded Daisy to brush her teeth before bed because of all the sugar she’d eaten after school.

He waved  and rested his hands on his hips, and his eyes followed as Bianca  backed out of the parking lot and onto the busy street.

She’d loved Andrew long before he even realized she existed. Her dream was finally happening, and that should be a victory; but she had no idea if she could handle Andrew falling in love with her. He was too good to be true.
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Bianca sifted through the racks of clearance sweaters. After almost ten minutes without finding anything she liked, she was ready to call it a day.

She straightened and looked both ways for Renee, then spotted her friend’s brown hair at the end of the aisle. Looking at her overflowing cart, she was glad that her friend was almost done shopping.

Now that Mama was easing back into working with minimal clients, today Bianca had taken Andrew's advice to entrust Daisy to Mateo’s care after he’d promised not to take her on a bus. Mateo was planning to take Daisy to the park, and then attend the Cinco Demayo party organized by a few Hispanic families in their neighborhood.

“Found anything yet?” She jerked around at the sound of Leila’s voice. Leila pushed one of her dark braids back from her forehead with one hand, and with the other, she held three purple and hot pink dresses in Daisy’s size.

“Thought you were going to the bathroom?”

“I did, and as soon as I stepped out...” Leila held up one of the butterfly dresses in front of Bianca. “Couldn’t pass these up. Aren't they cute?” She held out the rest of the clothes to her.

“They’re adorable.” She’d always overshopped for Daisy whenever she went to the consignment store. “They make the cutest baby girl clothes these days.”

“I thought we're not shopping for Adalee today!” Renee spoke as she walked toward them.

“Says the Aunt who shopped online for an entire box of clothing last week,” Bianca reminded. “That's the point...it’s my job to shop for the baby, and I want Leila to take care of herself.”

Bianca admired the love that overflowed in the Buchanan family. Renee and her brothers were fierce and aggressive when it came to loving and protecting their loved ones. 

Bianca  was grateful to experience some of that love through her friendship with them. If she tried hard enough, maybe she could count on Andrew’s love, too. 

“Please tell me you’ve found something.” Renee rested a manicured hand on her chin as her questioning blue eyes bore into Bianca's.

“I really don’t need anything.”

“We need to fix that,” Leila chimed in. ”I gotta go grab my cart first.”

“You rarely get Saturdays off,” Renee said to Bianca. “Now that you’re off, we need to make this day count.” 

Bianca could use some new outfits after shaving off a few pounds, but she could get four outfits at the thrift store for what she would pay for one outfit here at the mall.

“Come on.” Renee pointed to the rack ahead that was lined with spring and summer dresses. “Let’s get out of the sweaters and look at some summer outfits.”

She reluctantly followed Renee, more doubtful when she stared at her friend’s petite frame. The aisle Renee was leading Bianca to didn’t seem the right section for her to shop, but she would find out soon.

“I was so busy planning for my wedding that I didn’t get you guys Christmas presents. I’m paying for your clothes as my Christmas gift.” As the CEO of a reputable Interior Design Firm in Colorado, Renee didn’t have to worry about shopping for bargains.

Renee had become the third Musketeer when she met Bianca and Leila on the same camping trip  where Leila and Ezra  had met and fallen in love. The three of them had become inseparable since. 

“You’ve got to have this!” Leila reappeared, her dark face vibrant, and tossed a hot pink, stretchy-looking top to Bianca. 

Bianca took one look at the top, then tossed it back to Leila. “You’ve forgotten that’s your color and style.”

Leila was just as slender as she’d been before having Adalee two months ago. If she wasn’t such a wonderful friend, Bianca might have been tempted to think it was unfair and annoying for someone who’d just had a baby to look so slender.

She joined Renee in rummaging through the dresses. When a brown dress caught her attention, she plucked it off the rack and held it in front of her. “What do you girls think?”

“Don’t you think you have enough browns?” Leila said.

Renee thrust four dresses at her. Renee didn’t mess around when it came to shopping; it was like a second hobby for her.  “You need a little something bright.”

Now that Bianca could get away with some cute dresses and sort of had a dating lifestyle, sort of, she definitely needed to spice up her wardrobe..

She grabbed a hanger with the letter M on it—a medium!—and held the teal dress against her chest. Dresses seemed to fit easily; it was the jeans she had to worry about when it came to finding the right size.

Leila looked up from where she was rifling through a pile of tops, her eyes taking in the outfit, and gave an approving nod. “I think that’s so you.”

“I thought we were helping Leila shop for her post-pregnancy clothes.” Bianca stared at her friends.

“Every woman needs to update her wardrobe from time to time.” This from Renee, who upgraded her wardrobe on a weekly basis.

This time she was in agreement with Renee, though. She started looking through some colorful options. 

It was another two hours of trying on the clothes in the changing room, and shoe shopping, before they drove five miles out of Fort Rock to a Peruvian Restaurant that Leila wanted to try. 

Soft music played in the background, and Bianca breathed in a delightful blend of aromas. The onion was particularly pungent, because it was served as a side on Leila’s potato-based dish.

“I’ve heard that when you breastfeed, you can’t eat onions,” Renee said, staring at Leila’s plate. She set her fork back on her half eaten Yuca Frita, their server had called it.

“I’m not going to eat the onions...not taking any chances.” Leila brushed the onions to the side of her plate with her fork.

“How’s the baby sleeping?” Bianca popped a fried plantain in her mouth. She’d stuck to ordering plantains since they were the only familiar thing on the menu. She normally ate them at Leila’s house. “I remember those days like it was yesterday.” She'd been so worried about the sleepless nights, but now she was at a different stage in life, with much bigger problems.

“Not as good yet, ” Leila said.  “Good thing Ezra helps at night when he’s able to. He likes bonding with Adalee that way.” Leila spoke about her family with fondness.

“She’s gonna be Daddy's girl, I can already tell.” Renee said. “He won’t let me take her across the street to my house for a minute.”

“That will change soon when he gets sleep deprived,” Leila said.

The conversation shifted to work, then to the next devotional book they would be starting in the summer, then back to relationships.  Renee got a dreamy look on her face when she talked about Jake. She was still so in love with her husband, just as she had been while they were best friends.

Bianca glanced at her friends, both of them happy, and she was happy for them since she'd experienced that love before. Amid all this happiness, there was maybe a tiny twinge of jealousy.

She wanted what Leila had with Ezra and Renee had with Jake—especially during the lonely nights when she was staring at the dark walls, wondering when and how the next day starts, or when Daisy asked for a dad to accompany her to daddy/daughter events.

Ezra had stepped in as a father figure, and Bianca was grateful. She did, however, long for a family of her own, with someone she loved, someone to wake up next to each morning.

Andrew, her mind whispered, resurfacing with his name all the fresh memories of the kiss they’d shared in his office. Her cheeks heated and she reached for her water, lifting the glass and tilting it on her lips.

“What’s on your mind?” Leila queried as she shoved aside her plate.

Renee held an arched brow when Bianca stared at her. 

“Fine...” Nothing was fine. Feeling the urge to share her encounter yesterday, she put both hands on her cheeks and propped her elbows on the table. “I don't know.”

“Andrew kissed you!” Renee blurted with typical Buchanan bluntness. 

Leila thumped the water glass down, then drummed her fingers on the table. “Give us all the details.” 

“I kissed him.” Her face was now buried in her hands, and heat rose in her neck as the image of his kiss nearly blurred her vision.“I can’t believe I did something so outrageous!” 

“Did he kiss you back?” Leila asked as she waggled her brows.

She took her hands from her face and met the girls’ curious eyes as they eagerly awaited her response. “He did.” 

“I knew it!” Renee proclaimed, “The moment Drew ignored my text asking him how the hike went.”

Bianca decided not to tell her friends how she’d blundered that first kiss. “I thought guys didn’t tell stuff like that,” she said.

“Not the guys in my family.” 

“Focus... focus,” Leila advised Renee, then turned back to Bianca. “So, what did you think of the kiss?”

Bianca looked at her friends, feeling like a love sick teenager. “Do I have to tell you that?”

“No.” Leila shook her head, “Your face tells us everything.”

Doubts kept creeping up in her mind. “I’m afraid to get my hopes up about him being into me.”

“He rearranged his schedule so that you could have a day off today. I think that should tell you something.”

Bianca frowned as Renee’s words slowly registered. “You mean he had something to do with Pascal giving me the day off?”

Renee leaned forward. “Yeah, he’s working at the cafe as we speak.”

Bianca’s jaw dropped at the new revelation. “Pascal said he didn't...why didn't he tell me?”

Renee chuckled. “Pascal is pretty good at playing cupid, especially when a guy tells him it's a surprise.”

Andrew had called her last night at ten to discuss Daisy’s bike lesson. “Why didn’t Andrew say something to me?”

“Would you have been okay with the idea of him working your shift?” Leila asked.

“No way.” 

If she’d had any doubts about Andrew’s feelings for her, his actions were revealing all she needed to know to erase any uncertainty. If only there was something special she could do for him in return, she would do it in a heartbeat.

But then, Andrew had everything he needed, and there was nothing he would want from Bianca except for her love. That she could at least easily offer to him.
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The day dawned with blue, clear skies for Daisy’s bike lesson. Her bright face shone underneath a purple princess helmet as her hands gripped the handlebars of the purple bike. Her eagerness gave Andrew confidence that this lesson might last less than forty five minutes.

Andrew had driven them to a park outside Parker, which was not only quiet, but had a paved loop around and sat on a flat surface with no hills—perfect for learning to ride.

He only knew of the secluded spot because his grandmother used to live in the assisted living community that surrounded the park. The senior residents and their visitors were the only people who knew there was a park tucked away there.

“Now remember...” Andrew crouched to Daisy’s level. “Learning to ride is a matter of learning to balance on a bike.”

Daisy nodded, smiling.

“Ready?”

“Yes.”

Andrew held onto the back of the bike seat as she rode to make sure she didn’t fall. He felt tempted to hold onto the handlebars when her unsteady hands took her off the trail at first, but he wanted her to learn how the bike would react when leaning and accelerating. 

He gently rocked the bike from side to side. He’d lowered the saddle to allow her to push herself while learning how to balance on the bike.

She came to a sudden jolt and Andrew caught her when she jumped off.

“This is so hard!” she yelled, panting.

“Water break!” Andrew set the bike on the green grass, and shrugged off his backpack to retrieve her water bottle.

They repeated the same process for another thirty minutes or so until Daisy whined again, “This is really hard!”

Daisy jumped off the bike, and Andrew caught her again. She unstrapped her helmet, and  tossed it onto the grass. “You said it would only take forty five minutes.”

Or less, he’d thought, based on her enthusiasm. “You’re almost there. You just need to work at peddling and you're good to go.”

Andrew held the bike in place for Daisy, hoping to get her back on track. If she didn't learn today, it would be a while before he had a Saturday off. “Come on, Sweetheart, you’re almost there.” 

––––––––
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DAISY CROSSED HER ARMS and glanced down at her helmet, pouting. “I’m never going to learn this. I wish you didn't waste your money buying me a bike.”

They’d gone bike shopping this morning as soon as he picked her up from her house, then came straight to the park.

“I’m not giving up until you learn to ride today.” Although Andrew didn’t want to push her too hard, he also wanted to accomplish something in their time together. 

He set the bike down on the pavement, and lowered himself, peering into her brown eyes. “I was a terrible coach when I first started teaching your team.”

“No you weren’t!”

Andrew chuckled and held a hand on her shoulder.  “That’s what you think, because you believe in me. You know what gave me confidence that I could do better?”

She shook her head.

“You did! Each time you told me that I’m the best coach, and your team spirit...I had to work hard to not let you and all the other kids down.”

The corners of her rosebud lips loosened into a smile. “Okay, I’ll do it!”

“That’s my girl!” He blinked when his words registered—he’d just called her his daughter, or so he wished. Not that he knew what being a dad entailed, but Daisy seemed easy enough to please. He focused on picking up her water bottle from the grass and handed it to her. “Get a drink first!”

He went after her helmet and strapped it onto her head. “Now remember...” He peered at her when she  finally got on her bike. “Look where you're going, and pedal. The more you pedal the easier it will be to balance.”

“Look where I’m going,” Daisy mumbled as she tightened her hands around the handle bars. “And pedal.” 

“You got it!”

She took off and after over ten minutes of driving off the path, Daisy was finally pedaling the bike like a champ.  Andrew ran beside her instead of moving the bike around the way he’d done earlier.

“This is awesome!” her voice bellowed over the park and they went around the loop once, then another, and four more loops after that.

“Can I keep riding?” she asked after having a water break.

“We have an entire day. Why not?”

She jumped up and down in excitement. “This is so much fun!”

Seeing the experience through Daisy’s eyes, Andrew’s heart swelled with joy as he held the bike steady for her to climb on. This was worth all the things he’d given up doing today.  He hoped this day would be memorable for both of them. “We have some celebrating to do after this bike ride.”

“I love celebrating!” Daisy rode off, almost riding into an older woman who was walking her pug.

“I’m sorry about that... she’s just learning.” Andrew apologized to the woman, who’d stepped off the sidewalk.

She waved him off in understanding and he jogged to catch up with Daisy. “You’re now leaving me behind?” 

“You can’t catch me now!” she teased.

Daisy’s giddiness had made Andrew forget all about his disappointment from that morning, when he’d gotten a text from his realtor that his bid for a house he liked had been turned down. He trotted to keep pace with her as she careened around a bend in the trail. Although Daisy was obviously gaining confidence, Andrew still needed to stay close in case she lost her balance around one of the turns.

After another half hour of working on turns and stopping, they were both ready to call it a day. As they walked the bicycle back to the truck, Daisy chattered about how she was going to ride it every day from then on.

“I’m hungry!” she blurted after he’d loaded the bike. “Can we go home and make lunch?”

Andrew wanted to go all out for Daisy today. He wanted to spoil her in the best way possible, and a shopping spree might just be it. “I think I’m hungry too.”

Not taking the time to go home and shower, Andrew took her to lunch at the mall. At the food court, he ordered a meaty slice of pizza, and Daisy wanted the same. After they’d eaten, she announced that the mall was her new favorite place to eat.

Wiping pizza sauce from her mouth, Daisy pointed to an arcade across from the food court. “What kind of games do they play in there?”

“You wanna go check it out?” 

“Sure.”

Andrew grinned and led her to the game room, where he walked her through several games. Played out, they left the arcade, and he asked, “What do you want to do next?”

“I want to go to Build-A-Bear.” She pointed at the shop down the mall. “And then...Justice. I want to get some new jammies...” the list was endless, but Andrew wanted her to have a great time.

“Let’s start with the bear building.” He'd seen the Build-A-Bear workshop before. Renee had been there for two of her friends' birthday parties when she was eight or ten, but Andrew had never set foot in one.

After what seemed like an eternity, Daisy finally selected a teddy bear to her liking and an outfit for it, and afterwards, Andrew took her to three, or was it four, other shops? He couldn’t even remember. But by the time they were done shopping, it was time for another pitstop at the food court for dinner.

It was almost six pm when Andrew and Daisy lumbered out of the mall, his arms loaded down with three bags filled with mostly Daisy’s clothes, shoes, and random toys. She ambled beside him, clutching a large purple teddy bear from the Build-A-Bear workshop.

The afternoon sun dipped low, promising another two or so hours of daylight.  Andrew was reminded of the long days of summer ahead. So many plans, which all included Daisy and Bianca. The long walks and bike rides they could have. Did Bianca like to bike? Probably not, but he could at least enjoy a slow afternoon walk with her while Daisy rode her bike.

An engine revved from a car parked on the sidewalk, and Andrew dropped one of the bags on the asphalt, then  reached for Daisy’s hand. “Let’s wait, in case this car decides to take off just about now.”

When the driver waved them to cross, he let go of Daisy’s hand and reached for the bag. “Okay, let’s go. Stay next to me.”

“Okay!” she said, clinging to the bags in his hand. “I’m going to name my teddy bear Drew!”

“Oh, no!” He groaned dramatically,  giving her a sideways glance. “Seriously? I’m going to have a teddy bear named after me?”

“It's a special bear,” Daisy insisted. “Drew will always remind me about this day.”

“Well in that case, I'm honored to have your teddy bear named after me.”

The parking lot was still overflowing with cars as Andrew buckled Daisy in the back seat. He’d bought a booster the day he picked her up from school, and it had come in handy on days when Bianca called asking him to pick up Daisy from school. On days he didn’t have to work, he’d taken her to the park, or for ice cream before dropping her off at Leila’s house, where she would stay until Bianca came for her after work.

From the back seat, Daisy kept babbling about her favorite things from their day together. “Can we play those arcade games again?”

Andrew peeked at her through the rearview mirror to see her small hands rubbing her eyes. “You liked to play video games?”

“Yeah!” She let out a yawn.

“Haven’t played them in a while, myself. We can come back anytime. What else did you like?” Andrew asked, but silence was his response. He looked back as he cruised into his neighborhood. Daisy’s head had lolled to the side, her eyes were closed, and her little shoulders rose and fell with her steady breathing.

He dreaded waking her up when he parked the truck in his parents' wide driveway, but he needed to take Rocky for a jog, then get himself cleaned up.

Plus Daisy needed to get cleaned up,too, before her mom showed up.

He woke her up and held her hand as they walked to the house. He asked Mom to help draw Daisy a bath while he took Rocky for a jog in the neighborhood. He then showered and fed his dog, leaving him content on his doggy bed, while he returned to the main house.

The TV was on, volume set low. Dad sat in the recliner, remote in hand, eyes glued to the screen. He waved at Andrew and returned his gaze to the baseball game.

On the sofa, Daisy wore her new Sleeping Beauty pajama shorts set, her new bear perched on the cushion next to her. Her damp hair almost touched his mom's as they leaned close to each other while flipping through a photo album. 

Daisy tore her eyes from the album to Andrew. “Mr. Drew! Mrs. Buchanan is showing me some photos of you and Uncle Ez and Aunt Renee when you were little.”

“Is she?” Andrew slid in next to Daisy, scooting her teddy bear toward her, and peered over to the last page, which showed a photo of Renee happily splashing water in the pool in their backyard.

“How old was Aunt Renee in this picture?”

“About your age,” Mom said, tucking a few strands of brown hair speckled with gray behind her ear.

Daisy looked up at Andrew. “Can you teach me how to swim, too?”

The weather was nice enough, it was time that he needed, but she was almost out of school for summer. “Okay. I better warn you though...” He smiled. “We learn military style training, in one day.”

Daisy smiled. “Deal.”

Mom stood and pointed to the books on the glass table. “She wants you to read her your favorite books from when you were a child,” Mom said and walked over to sit in the empty recliner next to her husband, picking up a magazine from the stack next to the diffuser on the small side table.

Andrew picked up the book on top. “Love You Forever,” he read the title. “This is Renee’s book.”

Daisy plucked the next book from the table. “‘Where the Sidewalk Ends.’ Read this first.”

As Andrew looked at the book she held up, memories of his younger self resurfaced on how he’d  loved Silverstein's poems. “This was my favorite.”

He smiled when Daisy inched closer to him and curled her feet up on the leather couch. She flipped open to the first page, 

“By Shel Silverstein.” Andrew read the author’s name before he turned to the next page to read the first poem. He skipped over a few pages so he could read just his favorite poems instead of the entire book. 

By the time he was done reading the final poem, Daisy let out a yawn, stretching her arms out until her small fingers almost brushed his face. “Mr. Drew?” she called after yawning.

“Yeah?” Andrew closed the book and tossed it on the table

“Will you be my daddy?”

He blinked at her sudden question.

Andrew’s immediate response would be yes, but there were more mountains to climb than just a simple yes. “I...I...” He glanced at his parents, wondering if they’d heard Daisy’s question.

Dad was attuned to the game, but Mom’s head was up, a wide smile spread across her face. She lifted her hand to her chest and nodded, then mouthed the word, ‘Yes.’

“I’d love to, Sweetie.” Although it would have to be up to Bianca, at the moment it didn't seem right for him to explain any uncertain details to Daisy. He could adopt her if he and Bianca got married, which he hoped would happen before too long.

His body stiffened with tension at the realization that he needed to have this conversation with Bianca pretty soon. 

Daisy’s breathing was steady, her head resting against his chest, when Andrew picked up the next book. “‘Where the Wild Things Are.’ This used to be your Uncle Ezra’s favorite.”

When Daisy didn’t respond, he looked down. Her eyes were closed and she clutched the teddy bear to her chest. Andrew smiled and breathed in the smell of hair conditioner and new pajamas.

Mom came to get the albums from the table and gazed at Daisy fondly.  “She’s getting too attached to you.”

Mom had it backwards. “It’s the other way around,” he whispered, now understanding why Ezra always whispered when Adalee was sleeping. “What do I do?” He adjusted his hand to prop Daisy’s head that was tilting slightly over.

“I’ll go fix the bed in Renee’s old room.” Mom left and returned shortly. “I left the night lights on in there, in case she wakes up and doesn’t recognize where she is.”

Renee had always been afraid of the dark, still was, and had several night lights stockpiled in her room stashed in a drawer.

Andrew carefully swept Daisy up from the couch, settling her head on his shoulder, then trekked upstairs. The walls in the bedroom were a neon green. Renee had always painted her room a different color every summer. 

He lowered Daisy onto the silk bed sheets his mom had turned down for her, then pulled them up to cover her. He spread a cushy green comforter over her before going back downstairs to fetch her teddy bear. Tucking the bear next to her, he kneeled beside the bed, watching her chest rise and fall. After a moment, he brushed the rumpled hair from her forehead, then closed his eyes to pray. 

His parents had always prayed with him and his siblings every night, for good dreams, for God’s protection, and all sorts of prayers. “May she always feel loved, oh God, by my family, her family, and most importantly, by You, Lord.”

He planted a kiss on her forehead. “Sweet dreams, Sweetheart,” he said as he stood up and walked over to turn off the lights.

“I love you.” 

He spun around to find Daisy's half-open eyes on him. Her eyelids fluttered closed again and her soft snoring resumed. 

“I love you, too,” he whispered. The words flowed naturally, not just an automatic response to her declaration, but from his heart.  He turned off the light, deep in thought. 

Maybe I’m not so bad with kids, after all.

––––––––
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THE SCENT OF LAVENDER mixed with eucalyptus hung in the air.  Mom’s diffuser blasted mist from the table underneath the lamp where she leaned back in the recliner, browsing through fashion and home magazines that Renee subscribed to each year.

Dad had moved to the couch and kicked up the volume on the TV,  watching the Rockies’ post-game analysis.

“I hope Senzatela picks up on that pitch,” Dad spoke over the TV noise. Andrew chimed in, analyzing the plays. 

When silence settled and Dad’s attention was back on the TV, Andrew’s mind wandered to Bianca. Was she still at work? 

The clock underneath Mom’s lamp showed eight forty-five. 

The late evening light was giving way to darkness when he looked through the big windows. He stood and walked to the front window, where he could see the driveway in case Bianca was pulling in. No sign of her, no one in sight except for the old couple walking their dog on the sidewalk.

In case Dad and Mom had noticed his restlessness, he reached for the cord on the blinds to close them so his actions weren't so obvious.

“She’ll be here soon, Son,” Dad said.

“Who?” he asked dumbly. 

“Bianca!” Mom tore her eyes off the magazine in her hand to peer at him, then went back to her magazine.

Just then, the doorbell rang and his heart jolted. His palms started sweating when he reached for the door.

The sight of her made him nearly dizzy with longing. Gone was her black t-shirt with the cafe’s logo, and she was wearing a blue short-sleeve shirt. She smelled of a tantalizing scent of flowers, not hamburgers or restaurant food.

“Hey.” His voice was more raspy than he intended.

“Sorry I’m late.” She fiddled with the strap on her purse.

“No apologies necessary. The day is not over yet....” He stepped aside to let her in. “A day to me is twenty-four hours.”  He didn’t want his day to come to an end if it meant hanging out longer  with her.

“Hi, Honey!” Mom greeted Bianca as she lowered herself to the couch. 

Dad pushed the button on the remote, powering off  the TV, and ambled back to the recliner. “How are you doing, Bianca?”

"Hi, Robert."

No need for introductions. Bianca had met Andrew’s family several times before he had met her.  

“Can I get you something to eat?” Mom offered.

“I’m good, thanks!”

“Water?” Andrew asked.

“I’m fine.” She smiled at him, then motioned toward the stairs. “The fact that I don’t see or hear Daisy tells me what kind of day you had.”

“She will be sleeping until noon tomorrow,” Dad said.

“These two had so much fun today,” Mom spoke to Bianca with enthusiasm.  “They had to celebrate her learning to ride a bike.” 

Bianca’s eyes widened. “She learned to ride in one day?”

“Within an hour,” Andrew clarified, squaring his shoulders.

Bianca clamped her mouth closed, then opened and closed it again. Her face seemed to have several questions, but Mom kept rambling about Daisy, and how she wanted her to come hang out at the house more often. “I have to say, it's nice to have a little one around here again.”

He wasn’t sure if Bianca planned to take Daisy tonight, but it would disrupt her sleep. “I can bring her to church tomorrow.” He normally attended church with his parents in Parker, while Bianca went to the same church as Renee and Ezra. From time to time, Andrew visited Bianca’s church, but only if Preston called him needing a ride to church. 

After the rooftop encounter, then Preston’s visit to the fire station, Andrew had met with the teen’s grandma and asked her to call him if she needed help with anything. Every now and then, she called, and Preston had agreed to join the mid-week youth services at Ezra and Jake’s church.

“I’ll bring some clothes for her to change into...”

“Actually...” Andrew ran a hand through his hair, trying to remember the names of the stores they’d shopped at. “We hit a few stores at the mall while we had lunch...we went to Jus...Justin, I think?”

“Justice?”

He lifted a hand to Bianca. “That’s the one, yes.”

“What an odd name for a clothing store.” Dad rubbed his hands over his jeans.

“It’s an all girls store,” Bianca explained. “I didn't know about it, and have never been there but some of Daisy’s friends talk about it all the time.”

Bianca then turned and looked at Andrew, gratitude in her face, “You didn’t have to go shopping...thank you.”

Andrew felt his chest puff a little at the compliment, and then shrugged. “It was nothing...really.”

“How's Carmen feeling?” Mom asked, changing the conversation. “Will she and Mateo join us for the camping party in the mountains?”

“They have to work.”

“Isn’t that a hazard to Carmen’s injury?” Dad said. “You should discourage her from cleaning houses until after she recovers.”

His parents didn’t know Carmen. She was not one to be talked out of anything she wanted to do.

They asked about Bianca’s work, and the conversation flowed freely until Dad made an off topic comment. “I hear that widows and widowers have a hard time jumping into relationships...”

Mom cleared her throat, but Dad continued, “Do you feel like you’re cheating on your husband when you go out with Drew, or did counseling help somehow?”

This time it was Andrew’s turn to bury his face in his hand. He couldn’t make himself glance at Bianca for her reaction, so he whispered to her through gritted teeth, “That’s why I apologized in advance.”

Mom fanned herself with one of her magazines when Andrew peeked through his fingers to look her way for any defense. 

“You know that... Bob doesn’t...” Mom stuttered. “I mean, I hope that...”

“I didn't mean...” Dad lifted his hands up, “I was just curious and all... you don’t have to answer, but I don’t mean it for...” He ran a hand through his hair, then shook his head. “Forget it, forget it.”

“You're sure you don’t need anything to drink?” Mom addressed  Bianca.

She finally accepted a glass of water. The air cleared after Bianca drank half a glass, and they all laughed when Dad entertained them with stories of his years as fire chief before he retired. 

Even as laughter echoed in the living room, Dad’s question still clouded Andrew’s thoughts of his future with Bianca. His mind spun with doubts while she went upstairs to check on Daisy, all the way until as he walked with her through the driveway. 

Did she feel guilty for being in a relationship with him? Did she compare him to John? Several questions buzzed in his mind, with no answers in sight unless he asked.

The daylight had given way to darkness, but the front porch light and the garden lamps illuminated their path.

“You're spoiling her,” Bianca said, not accusing, but stating the facts. Maybe talking about Daisy was better than bringing up her ex.

“She’s a good kid,” he stated, thrusting his hand in his jean pockets. “It was worth it to see her laugh with me.”

He expected an accusation, but she slid her hand through the crook of his arm and said, “Thank you!”

“Don't mention it.” 

He breathed in the sweet scent of flowers when a gentle breeze swept the air.

“I want to see the bike,” Bianca said when they approached his truck.

She smiled while studying the purple bike in the back of the truck, fingering the handlebars. She looked up at him, tucking her loose hair behind her ears, and whispered, “Thank you.”

Her warm breath against his neck sent a tingle through his body, and he remembered the chocolates he’d bought her. He grabbed her hand and dragged her around to the side of the truck. “I have something for you.” 

“You do?” 

He opened the back door, but upon seeing an empty seat, he remembered he’d put the bag of chocolates in Daisy’s bag. Good thing he had, otherwise the candy would be melted, given the warmth radiating from the car. 

“I’ll have to go back inside and get it.” He turned to face Bianca, an inch between them.

She lifted her chin. “Can’t wait.”

Her voice was so soft, and Andrew warmed with the urge to cup her cheeks. Taking advantage of the privacy the open door offered from onlookers on the street, he backed her into the side of the door and anchored his hands in her soft brown hair.

“Been looking forward to doing this,” he said, brushing her lips with a soft kiss.

“Me, too,” she whispered, then took charge when she flung an arm around his neck and pulled him to her for a deep and lingering kiss. Her hands moved to his hair, and he liked the way her fingers raked through it.

Her boldness surprised him, but he loved the staggering sensation he felt when she kissed him possessively.

This would be their third or fourth kiss since he’d kissed her in his office; he was losing track. Whenever he offered to pick up Daisy from Leila’s house to Bianca’s, he’d taken advantage of their goodbyes in his truck.

They leaned back after the kiss, both breathing heavily, and stared at each other through dim rays of light, taking their time. At least his parents weren't as snoopy as Carmen.

“Do you have some time to take a walk in the neighborhood?” he suggested after a contented silence.

“I’d love to.” She stepped beside him, and he closed the truck.

He pointed out the original homes in the area, and talked about the kids he’d grown up with who no longer lived on the street. “I rarely run into any of those kids I used to play with, except for one neighbor’s son, who’s a local cop.”

“Leila is the only school friend I’ve stayed in contact with.” She talked about her busy lifestyle and overworking ever since she’d finished high school. “She and Renee are pretty much my only friends.” 

Andrew wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close to him, “I thought I was your friend, too.”

“Hmm...” she chuckled nervously. “I think you’re becoming a lot more than a friend.”

Her statement was an assurance that warmed and lifted his spirit.

A soft breeze stirred from the mature trees that lined the street as they walked past two and three story homes that were spread far apart from each other. Almost every home had at least two full grown trees on the property.

“I like that developers haven’t taken over this neighborhood,” Bianca said.

“They’ve tried, but the community is actively fighting against it.” It was nice to enjoy natural scenery in certain parts of town without the infrastructure creeping up. “Speaking of houses...I lost the house. Got outbid again.”  

“Bummer!” she said. “It’s so hard to find a house these days. I know you’ll find something at some point.”

“Maybe you can help me look?” he asked, testing.

“So, the realtor sends you an email of the homes in your price range, and you go look at them?”

“That’s the plan.” When he’d started out, he’d just wanted a two bedroom house, but now that he had Bianca and Daisy on his mind, he was starting to believe it was for the best that he hadn’t bought a two bedroom house already. 

“What kind of house are you looking for?”

He shrugged. “Something that would suit a family. Someday, you and Daisy...” He stopped himself mid sentence, he was jumping the gun way too fast, he realized when she was silent for a while—so silent, doubt crept in his heart.

“What would I do with my house?”

He understood that it had memories of her and her husband, a house where her first child was born. “Keep it for Carmen and Mateo.” 

Just as he responded, it occurred to him that it might be too early to discuss their future, and house purchases. What if she didn’t want to spend a future with him? 

Blood rushed in his veins as panic coursed through his now racing heart. 

No way was he going through another formal proposal for an engagement. He raked his hair, gripped the back of his neck....Not everybody had his crazy practical ideas of finding someone you like and getting married as soon as possible.

It was no wonder Callie ran for the hills, except they'd dated for four years and nothing had ever come out of it. This was exactly why he needed to know whether Bianca wanted to spend a lifetime with him. Going against his direct route, he decided to take the long way around to dig for answers.

“What was John like?”

Another silence. They strolled several moments before she spoke. “We were young. I always remember him as a teenager. I don't know what life would’ve been like as adults with a seven year old.”

Andrew didn't know how to respond to that, other than reaching for her hand and squeezing it tight as they slowed their steps. “I’m sorry that your husband died so early, and that he never got the chance to meet his amazing daughter.”

She exhaled slowly, her palms shaky.

He had no idea what it was like to lose a spouse, but it was hard to picture himself losing Bianca, even if they were not married. 

Maybe it was good to talk about her past, to shed some light on their own future. He’d not mentioned John since their hike.

“I’m never going to take John’s place, and I want you to talk about him all the time if that helps. I want to take care of you and Daisy, to love you... if you will let me.”

She gave a painful chuckle, then sniffled. “To let you? Do I even have a choice?” she pulled her hand out of his, and swiped at her face. Not exactly what he wanted; he hoped he hadn’t offended her by any of his words. “You are like...I'm sure you know how you affect me by now.”

She dug in her purse, and from the crackling of paper that she squeezed in her hand, then popped something in her mouth, Andrew was certain it was candy.

This conversation was stressing her out, he could tell. He’d learned over the few months of knowing her that she kept a stash of candy or gum in her purse for her stress emergencies.

He racked his brain for a less stressful topic to talk about, but she spoke before he could think of one. 

“There are no guarantees in life...”

“Okay....” He had no idea what she meant by that.

“With your job especially...it's hard to know if you will come out alive when you enter the flames.”

Andrew took her trembling hands in his. Her fear was evident in her shaky voice, as well. He stilled and wrapped his arms around her. The wide street was silent. Being a neighborhood filled with seniors, they were all probably in bed at this time of night.

Even if Bianca was right about the uncertainty his job brought, Andrew had stopped worrying about that the moment he gave up his engineering career and became a firefighter. 

He felt fulfillment with his job, serving the community and saving lives. But Bianca didn’t see it that way. He didn’t want her to worry about him when she had a daughter to worry about. 

She rested her head on his chest, her breath coming in shuddering gasps. He caressed her back, taking a few moments before he spoke. It was good that she’d expressed her fears. At least her best friends were married to firefighters—perhaps they could encourage her somehow.

“Every time you worry about me....just pray, okay?” He needed that more than anything. “I could walk from here to there and get hit by a car. Accidents happen all the time.”

When her silent sobs increased, Andrew realized then that their relationship still had major mountains to climb. Despite his practical way of thinking, he needed to accept that nothing worthwhile in life came easy.
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Daisy’s team won the soccer game with a score of 6 to 2.

What a great way to end the season! Bianca closed her eyes to cherish the breeze that stirred underneath the tree where she stood, enjoying a break from the afternoon sun that had beat down on her during the game.

She watched the parents a few yards away as they swarmed around Andrew, shaking his hand and handing him colorful envelopes she assumed to be Thank You cards for coaching. 

The kids had stuffed themselves with pizza and juice as soon as the game was over. Besides volunteering ten weeks of his time, Andrew had generously bought food for the kids as a way to celebrate their final game.

With the mild crowd dispersing through the field and toward the parking lot, Bianca finally got a clear view of Andrew’s strong jaw and radiant smile as he shook Mateo’s hand before giving him a side hug. He then pulled Daisy in for a hug and squatted, peering at her. The scene painted a sweet daddy-daughter picture of a father imparting last minute instructions before sending his little girl off somewhere.

Bianca’s heart swelled with contentment at the sight of  Daisy’s wide smile when she flung her arms around Andrew’s knees.

Although Mateo played at the Mexican restaurant with his band most Saturdays, he had today off after working six Saturdays straight, and he had offered to watch Daisy while Bianca and Andrew went on their date. She’d taken the afternoon off from the cafe.

After Andrew’s advice about the importance of family, Bianca was more open to allowing Daisy to spend time with her uncle. She didn’t have much choice, really, since Mama had been working long hours, taking things slowly so she wouldn’t reinjure her leg.

Daisy skipped ahead of Mateo as they headed toward her.

“Be careful if you decide to take the bus today,” Bianca warned.

“No te preocupes.” Don’t worry.  Mateo gave Bianca a side hug. She opened her mouth, on the verge of asking what their evening agenda was, and if they took the bus, what side of town they were going to. She resisted the urge to ask and clamped her mouth shut. Her date with Andrew would only be two or three hours, and they would be back home in no time.

“Have fun!” She pulled Daisy into an embrace, hugging her goodbye.

“I asked my uncle to take me back to the arcade.” She’d only gone to the arcade twice with Andrew, but that was now her new favorite thing to do. 

Uncle didn’t have money to be going to an arcade, but again, he was a grown man, and would figure that out on his own. “That should be fun,” she said, then turned to Mateo. “Guarda tu teléfono.”  Keep your phone handy.

Mateo patted the pocket of his shorts. “Sí, señora.” Yes, ma’am.

Since it was the coach’s job to clean the field after the game, Bianca wandered over to the field and started stacking up the orange cones. She also picked up a couple of balls, stashing them in the meshy bag.

She couldn’t help but notice how her boyfriend was occupied with Sarah, who had her head leaned back as she let out a squeaky laugh.

She’s literally flirting with Drew instead of just handing him the card in her hand and leaving.

Bianca rolled her eyes as she crouched and picked up a ball, then shoved it in the bag.

Sarah had sent out an email to all the parents, including Bianca, asking for a contribution to Andrew’s group gift. It was a great gesture, but Bianca didn’t have all of the parent’s email addresses, or else she would’ve done it herself. Bianca had still contributed to the group gift, even though she’d already bought Andrew something else.

When Sarah’s high-pitched laugh rang out again, Bianca all but flung a ball into the bag, and it bounced out and rolled back onto the grass. I’ve had enough of Ms. Redhead. She balled her hand into a fist, her heart steaming up, as her feet carried her to pick up the ball next to Sarah.

Despite Andrew’s assurance of his love for her, it still bothered her to see another woman flirt with him.

“Oh, hey, Babe?” Andrew said when she crouched to pick up the ball. “Let me help you.”

She didn’t respond nor meet his gaze. She mostly didn't dare look at Sarah because she was afraid that today, she might not manage to fake a smile in greeting. She strode back to the bag,  where she stuffed the ball.

“Okay, bye!” she heard Sarah say, then managed to peek when the woman handed the card to Andrew. 

Her body stiffened when Sarah spread open her arms to give him a hug. She then exhaled slowly when Andrew stepped back and gave her a side hug. Bianca rolled her eyes again. Finally! How long did it take Sarah to do a simple task?

“You did all the work for me,” Andrew observed, grinning when she glanced at him as he approached her.

Bianca folded her arms, almost pouting. “Is your girlfriend joining us?”

She hated her sarcasm and regretted the words, but it was too late to take them back. Goodness! She was no different than her seven year old.

“Do I sense a little, teensy bit of jealousy there?” Andrew thrust his hands in the pockets of his basketball shorts, his lips lifting into a smile. “Do you want her to come?”

She looked at the shaded trees in the distance, then to the other fields where coaches were hauling their bags and cones off the field, then shrugged. “You can do whatever you want...if you like all the attention from these women...”

What am I doing or saying? 

The only way to keep her mouth shut was...Chocolate! She still had some of Andrew’s chocolates from last time. She felt pathetic as she scrambled for her purse strapped on her shoulder, unzipping and shoving her hand inside.

Andrew pulled her hand out of her purse before she could get the candy, then held it gently as he peered into her eyes. Her gaze fixated on the strong muscles of his arms, instead. 

“You’re not stuffing candy on my account,”  he said. “Bianca...” His voice was soft, and despite all resolve, her eyes wavered and she glanced up at him. “I only have eyes for you. You're the only woman who can blow my mind with her flirtiness, Babe.”

His words shot up her pulse. She gulped as she forced herself to keep a steady gaze on his warm blue eyes. Her knees felt weak, just the way she felt whenever she was with him. Her shoulders slowly fell as the tension ebbed away.

“If that’s not enough, I think I’m going to kiss you right here...” 

He’s kidding.

He looked both ways over his shoulders. A few people were wandering around the field, and kids’ happy screams came from the playground. He closed the gap between them. “Right now.”

A warmth spread through her when his warm breath tickled her lips. Just as their lips were about to meet, a kid shrieked in the distance, a sudden reminder that they were in public. Bianca stepped back and playfully shoved Andrew’s hard chest. 

“Are you crazy?'' She smiled. “People will see us.”

He draped an arm over her shoulder as he led them underneath the tree. “I want the whole world to know that you’re my girl.” 

He flopped on his belly onto the grass, then patted the ground beside him in invitation. After another nervous glance around her, she eased onto her stomach beside him. The grass was surprisingly soft. She forgot her surroundings as she draped her arm around his neck, then looked up into his eyes, feeling like she was living someone else’s dream. The man of her fantasies couldn’t care less what anybody around them thought of him being in love with someone like her. He could date a model, or any slender, beautiful woman if he wanted to. But he seemed content with her as his grin lit up

“What's going on in that mind of yours?”

She smiled. I can’t believe that you’re mine... She wanted to believe it so much. God, please let it be.

Ever since the night at his house, she’d fought to stop worrying about his safety and to focus on her blossoming love life. “I’ve always had a thing for you, from the moment I laid eyes on you.”

He scrunched his face. “I know.”

“How?”

“You’re not very good at keeping it a secret.” At least he’d gotten the message eventually. “Even if it took me a while to figure out why you ate my hot dog at Jake and Renee’s engagement, but...”

“That was not the first time.”

He frowned, surprised. “No?”

“At the camping trip with your siblings... the one where Leila and Ezra met?” Andrew had that frazzled look, as if he didn’t know what she was talking about. Why would he remember? He’d had a girlfriend then. “I still remember it like yesterday. You were wearing a gray sweatshirt when you came to my tent to look for the spider that Leila was scared of...”

He blinked, his jaw dropping as if remembering. “How could I forget?”

She’d been overweight then, too. Either that or he’d had eyes only for Callie, so that he didn’t notice any other woman who crossed his path.

She could only hope that Callie never wandered back in his life. What kind of woman walks away from a tenderhearted, yet handsome man, and never regrets it?

“I still think...I’d have remembered..." His hand moved up to stroke a lock of her hair, "this wavy, silky hair of yours , and your deep brown eyes. I’ll make it up to you...when we go camping next month."

“Oh, yeah?” She bit her lower lip. He would probably be busy visiting with all his extended family and friends. It was hard to picture what camping at their family retreat center entailed, but she was looking forward to it.

She pulled out a hat from her hefty purse and dropped it on his head. “I figured the next time you work under the sink and tight dark spaces, it might be good to not wear a whole flashlight over your head.”

He took off the hat and tinkered with the small but powerful headlamp underneath the visor. “Thank you!” His breath was warm against her face. “I would kiss you right now, but I will have to wait until no one is watching, I guess?” He winked at her and she swatted his shoulder before she stood up and held out a hand to pull him up.

“We better get the equipment put away, if we’re gonna make it to a date night...”

“And be home in time to read Daisy a bedtime story.” His voice warmed as he spoke her daughter’s name. “I promised her a poem from Where the SideWalk Ends.”

It had become Daisy’s favorite book, and she only wanted Andrew to read it to her. Sometimes, Andrew stopped by the house after dinner to read Daisy a bedtime story if he wasn’t busy at work.

“Did Mateo tell you where they were going?” He stacked the last orange cone on top of the others.

“Didn’t ask.”

He paused, brows quizzical. “Why not?” He seemed unsure suddenly.

“Because I wanted to build the trust thing with Mateo.” She arched an eyebrow. "Those were your exact words."

“What if something happens to them, and we can’t reach Mateo? Wouldn’t it be good to know where to start looking?”

He was right. Alarms went off in her head as she raked her hands through her hair.

“I didn't mean to scare you,” he said. “Everything’s gonna be fine. We’ll call Mateo anytime you want, okay?”

She nodded. Somehow his calming presence made her feel as if everything was already fine. She forced herself to pull it together, and blew out a breath and chose a lighter tone. “Why do I sense that you’re second guessing our date?”

“Still counting on it...” He hoisted the mesh bag, tossing it on his back.

“Good.”  Because she was counting on wearing her new teal dress.

“Did you hear any more from that school?” He’d encouraged her to apply for school. He gave her a sideways glance as they walked  toward the storage shed.

“Not yet. I hope I get in. Do you think I can do this?”

“Yes, you can do it Bianca,”  he said, not hesitating for a second. “You’ve raised a child by yourself.” He kissed her forehead when they reached the shed. “I will support you in any way that I can to make sure you achieve your dream.”

Bianca had no doubt that Andrew meant every word he said. He was all in, as far as their relationship went. She wasn’t so used to his kind of devotion, as far as love was concerned. His love for her and Daisy enthralled her and terrified her at the same time.

Why does Andrew have to be a hero?
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Bianca dragged Daisy’s plate toward her across the long, wooden picnic table and covered the untouched hamburger with a red checkered napkin. Looking around at the tall pines surrounding the campground, she took a deep whiff of the fresh mountain air. Why had she ever stopped taking trips to the mountains in the first place?  

A couple of chipmunks scampered by, sniffling the gravel for any dropped crumbs of food.

The Retreat Center buzzed with people of all ages, grandparents, adults, young adults, kids and teenagers. Individual cabins were scattered apart from each other around the expansive property she had not yet managed to explore.

After working at the clinic yesterday, Bianca had driven to the Center to join Daisy, Andrew, and the rest of his family.

“I see that Daisy hasn’t come to eat yet.” Leila’s voice pulled her out of her thoughts.

Bianca slid off the bench to take the disposable plate of food from her friend’s hand, since Leila had a baby in the other.

“I’ll get her back soon.” She peered into the distance. Through a clearing within the evergreen trees and hardy shrubs, she could see Daisy's yellow blouse whizzing back and forth in a GaGa pit with several kids, mostly teenagers, and three other kids about her age. 

“Haven’t seen Renee in a while,” Leila spoke, then reached for a slice of apple from her salad.

“She’s taking a bath. She said the bug spray was starting to irritate her skin. Good thing she chose the best cabin on the premises.” 

That was Renee. She wasn’t into camping as much as her family. Her husband was no better in that area, either.

Leila bounced Adalee against her shoulder, and Bianca glanced down at her own plate with the half eaten hot dog. She wasn’t eager to finish it, since her stomach had finally adjusted to eating minimal portions.

“You want me to hold her while you eat?”

“Thanks for offering, but she’s just about to doze off. Afraid if I shift hands, she’ll be waking up.”

“There's so much to look at...”

“She’s not familiar with the travel bed yet.”

Although Bianca stayed in a different cabin from Leila and Ezra’s, she’d heard Adalee’s scream in the middle of the night. “Hope she sleeps better tonight.”

“I hope so, too.”

Several picnic benches littered around the common area underneath a canvas roof each held six or seven people. Most groups were deep in conversation—it seemed like old friends were catching up with each other after a long time apart.

Ever since they’d arrived, Robert and Crystal had been engaged with their friends, and Bianca was certain they would lose their voices at some point over the weekend. 

Bianca and her two friends had fixed the vegetables and sides to go with the steaks that Andrew had grilled for the small crowd last night. It hadn’t been as overwhelming since there had been only about sixty people then, as opposed to almost three hundred today.

“Thank goodness it's a catered dinner tonight.”

Leila’s eyes wandered to the far side of another cabin, where the grills had been set on the porch right outside the kitchen. Andrew was using tongs to lift the leftover meats from the grill to the rectangular Tupperware container Jake was holding, while Ezra tossed the trash in a can nearby.

Not too far from them, leashed to the bench off to the side, sat Rocky. He gazed longingly at Andrew as if expecting one of the meats to be tossed his way. Just like that, Andrew tossed a piece of meat in Rocky’s direction. The dog leaped, catching it mid-air with one snap of his jaw, licking his lips the moment it vanished in his mouth.

By the grins on the three men, they were definitely having a good time. 

“I wonder what those three are grinning about?” Leila said.

Before Bianca could respond, Andrew’s eyes found hers, and her stomach hummed with butterflies when he pressed his fingertips to his lips, then held his open palm out to her.

Unfortunately she wasn’t bold enough to return his air kiss in public. She smiled at him instead.

Now that they didn’t have to worry about preparing meals, maybe she and Andrew would have some time alone later, so she could return his kisses in person. 

“You two, gosh!” Leila said. “You’re like....”

Adalee gurgled, interrupting Leila’s words, then wiggled in her arms. Food forgotten, Leila stood and bounced Adalee up and down, readjusting the hot pink light blanket that covered the baby’s back. “I’ll see if I can get her down for a nap.”

Even though she knew there was nothing she could do for Adalee more than what Leila would, Bianca offered, “Let me know if I can help.”

“Honey,” a male voice sounded from behind. Ezra. “I’ll take Peanut so you can catch up with Bianca.”

Apparently it wasn’t just Andrew who snuck glances at his lady. Ezra had appeared at his wife’s side the moment the baby started fussing. 

“You need to go visit with your family,” Leila protested.

Bianca listened to the two lovebirds arguing about giving each other a break. It didn’t surprise her much, because Ezra would do anything for anybody, especially his wife. 

They both decided to take the baby to bed. “You want me to send D over?” Leila suggested.

Their cabin was pretty close to the GaGa pit, the worst place to attempt a nap for the baby. “That will be great, thanks!”

While Bianca waited, an older woman joined her at the table. Andrew had introduced Gertrude last night as a longtime family friend, and the woman seemed to have an endless supply of questions.

“How did you say you're related to the Buchanans?”

Bianca didn’t feel like explaining yet again about her relationship with Andrew. She was grateful when Daisy chose that moment to show up, her face glistening with sweat and her yellow shirt smeared with dirt.

Bianca turned to Daisy to dodge the question, shoving the cold cheeseburger toward her. “Do not leave until you eat everything.”

Daisy bit into her hamburger.

“Here are my favorite girls.”

Relief flooded through her at the sound of Andrew’s voice. He slid onto the bench at her left side, and Daisy carried her plate to squeeze next to him.

“Hey, Gertrude!” Andrew greeted the woman as he set his hamburger plate down. He squirted a generous dollop of mustard between the meat and the bun. 

“Andrew...” Gertrude said, either forgetting that Bianca had been introduced as Andrew’s  girlfriend, or she just didn’t care. “What happened to Callie? It’s hard to say Andrew without Callie in the back of my mind.”

Andrew bit into his hamburger and took his time chewing before responding. He cleared his throat and pointed his chin three tables over, where four women were deep in conversation. “I think Callie’s mom might be the right person to ask.”

“All three of you have gone for diverse spouses. Is that the trendy thing kids do these days?”

Bianca’s stomach clenched.  She was stunned at the words coming from the woman who’d been so friendly a few moments ago. Andrew glanced at Bianca before he looked back at Gertrude. “It has everything to do with two people falling in love.”

An uncomfortable silence settled, then Gertrude lifted her bottle of sparkling water and took a gulp.

Her plate empty, Daisy jumped up from her seat. “Can I go play now?”

Andrew peered at her, then smiled fondly as he brushed the sticky hair from her forehead.  “Are you having fun?”

Daisy nodded and turned toward the sound of children’s happy squeals. “Can you take me to the pool after I play GaGa?”

Just like with anything else Daisy asked from Andrew, he responded, “Of course, Sweetheart!”  A cloud of dust billowed when he brushed Daisy’s sleeve with his hand. “You’re gonna need a good bath first.” 

“I love taking baths,” she said, and then skipped back to play.

It was a good thing Bianca and Daisy stayed in the same four-bedroom cabin Renee and Jake were sleeping in, the one with the bathtub. 

Andrew brushed his hands together, shaking some of the dust off, and looked down at his half eaten hamburger. 

“Looks like you’re gonna need to wash your hands after giving Daisy a pre-bath,” Bianca observed.

Gertrude covered her mouth with the elbow and sneezed. “Kids are quite messy.” 

“That’s exactly how I was as a kid,” Andrew commented. “Messy and ready for the next adventure.”

Adventure was what happened that afternoon. Bianca dressed in her one piece swimsuit despite her intention to only watch Andrew and Daisy swim. She made the mistake of trying to read a book, but the rambunctious children, including her own, splashed water onto her book as they dove into the pool for cannon balls.

She set the book on a chair, hoping the afternoon sun would dry the wet pages. Just as she inched close to the pool, Andrew pulled her by the leg into the pool, catching her body into his arms.

She winced at the shock of cold water against her skin. Andrew grinned, his hair clung to his forehead.

“Not fair,” Bianca spluttered.

Daisy giggled and threw herself on Andrew’s back. “This is the best day ever!” she said.

Bianca couldn’t contain her smile. Seeing the other families in the pool made her feel like the three of them made a complete family.

“Me, too.” Andrew’s voice was soft as he glanced from Daisy to Bianca before dragging them down under the water.

After swimming, they ate dinner, and guests who couldn’t stay the night, began leaving. After the remaining guests ate s’mores, a few adults played night games, like flashlight tag and hide and seek with the kids.

Daisy was exhausted by the time Bianca drew her second bath to rinse off the chlorine.

Bianca felt refreshed after her own shower. She was sitting on the couch a few inches away from Andrew, who had Daisy snuggled up on his lap as he read the final chapter of Charlotte’s Web to her.  They’d been reading two chapters a night for the last two weeks. The nights he wouldn’t stop by the house, he’d read to her through video calls.

Daisy giggled when Andrew snorted like Wilbur, the pig.

“I’m glad Wilbur took care of Charlotte's kids,” Daisy said.

“Me, too,” Andrew said.

Bianca looked distantly at the metal fireplace that radiated heat in the cabin. She  listened to Andrew talk to Daisy about death in a much easier manner than Bianca would normally entertain.

“Death is just another path, we must all face... it’s the beginning of everlasting life.”

Daisy asked one question after another.

“What's everlasting life?”

“Life after we die,” he answered patiently.

“Are you scared to die?”

“No...no, I’m not.”

“Why not?” Daisy persisted.

“I know where I’m going when I die. When I gave my life to Jesus, I learned that this world is not my home. I’m only here for however long God wants me to be.”

Bianca understood that part. What she didn’t grasp was the effects on those left behind when their loved ones died, the long nights of staring up at the dark walls aching for someone you can’t bring back.

“Oh.” Daisy frowned, puzzled. “How do you have Jesus in your heart?”

“Well...” Andrew said. “You just believe in Him, and invite Him to come in, and then you can trust that He’s in control, no matter what.” 

“I’ve never asked Jesus into my life.” Daisy chewed her lip thoughtfully.

"He's always there when you decide to ask Him.” Andrew said.

Lots of thoughts whirled in Bianca’s mind as Andrew led them in their bedtime prayers.

Although Bianca was a Christian and should be aware of God’s sovereignty, lately she’d forgotten that God was in control of lives.

She wasn’t afraid to die, but it terrified her to think about anything happening to the people she loved. Mostly to Daisy and Andrew. Her mom and friends, too.

Panic stricken at the thought, she kissed Daisy’s forehead, exchanged 'I love yous’ with her, and stepped aside to watch Andrew pull the purple blanket over Daisy. He tucked Drew the teddy bear into Daisy’s arms, then lowered his lips to her hair.

“I love you,” Daisy said.

“I love you too.”

Bianca grabbed her jacket from her slab of foam mattress and slid her arms into the sleeves as she followed Andrew outside on the porch.  They sat side by side on the wooden swing.

He slid his strong arm around her waist, and she felt instantly warm. She’d missed his sure arms around her for the last week, since they’d both been busy planning for this trip.

Keeping her thoughts to herself, she rested in his embrace and laid her head on his shoulder.

His hand moved to her neck, and she breathed in his minty warm breath against her lips.

Lowering his head, he planted his warm lips on hers, and she felt like melting.

“I’ve missed doing this...” he whispered, but she had no time for talking. Her lips flew back to his and her hands lost control as she raked his hair.

Rapid breathing was the only sound that filled the air. Well, she might have made a sound or two when his hands skimmed through her hair.

When they both pulled back, she rested her head on his chest, feeling his fast pounding heart against her. The dark forest surrounding the cabin didn’t feel dark with Andrew there. Not when he slid his hand around her back. They gazed at the starry sky and listened to the chirping crickets.

She savored his raspy voice as he talked about all kinds of things. The childhood memories he had of the retreat center, before his parents bought the facility.

“We used to come whenever they hosted family retreats here each summer. After my grandma died and left her farm in Texas for us, Mom sold the property and gave money to each of us kids. She also donated twenty percent to the church missions. Whatever was left, Mom saved it for a family savings account. When the Retreat Center went up for sale, Mom applied some of that money, and then Dad’s money to buy the center.”

The Buchanans were not as wealthy as Mama thought, but they seemed to be a family that were wise with their money. His family seemed to have everything together, although they had some ups and downs just like any normal people did.

“I can tell you had such a fun childhood. I see it through your sister and your brother.” Leila had told her a lot about the Buchanans, and now that Renee was her friend, she’d learned how generous they were.

After chatting contentedly about different things, Andrew asked what John had liked to do.

“He liked to camp, way too much...I hated it at first, but after he died, I started taking Daisy camping to keep her dad’s memory alive.” She’d eventually stopped camping, and dropped the rituals along the way.

“Do you tell Daisy about her dad often?”

“Not as much as I should, unless she asks.”

He was quiet for a while as he ran his hand over her back. “You should. I think she needs to know about him, what he was like and things like that.”

Andrew was not from this world. She wished to ask what planet he was from, but that was another dream she was living these days.

The air was cooler than it had been earlier, and before long a raindrop fell, and another.

She and Andrew were keeping each other warm, at least. A gush of rain poured down, pounding on the roof above them.

“Looks like you’ll have to sleep on the couch, unless you're walking back to your cabin in the rain.”

He lifted her hand to his lips, planting a kiss. “Or I could sit here with you until the rain passes.”

She smiled, not believing that Andrew was in love with her. Everything with him felt just right, the way she’d never felt in her life. Exhaustion vanished entirely. Who needed sleep when she had the hottest guy on the planet sitting by her side?

She slid her arm around him. “I think I like Option Two much better.”
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CHAPTER 20
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Andrew tossed and turned on the flat foam mattress on the top bunk. He was staying in a two person cabin, which should make it quiet enough for him to get some much needed rest, but Rocky’s snoring wasn’t helping.

He turned to his side and peered through the window at the thick clouds covering the stars that had sparkled brightly earlier in the night.

Tonight was no different from most of his nights lately, filled with thoughts of Bianca. Maybe even more so, since she was sleeping four cabins away from him instead of the five miles that separated them back home. 

Was Bianca sleeping, or awake like him,  thinking of the cozy and warm kisses they’d shared tonight? He closed his eyes, remembering the gentle way she spoke, her genuine but shy smile for him. It all made him want to jump out of bed and go sneak into her cabin. Of course he wouldn’t.

He wanted to sit by her side as they listened to the rain and its patter all night, to have and to hold her in his arms for the rest of his life.

It was hard to believe that Callie hadn’t crossed his mind lately, not since Bianca had found her way into his heart.

He rolled onto his back, listening to the gentle drizzle. Was it going to rain again? He didn’t know, all he knew  was that he wanted to start the next chapter of his life very soon. A family with the little girl he adored as a daughter, and her mom.

He must have dosed on and off. When he blinked his eyes again, natural light streamed through the cabin’s window. 

Rocky was still snoring, sprawled on his doggie bed, when Andrew hopped out of bed to brush his teeth, throwing on a flannel shirt and a sweatshirt.

The dog opened his eyes and stood. Andrew stepped outside with him, where Rocky took care of his business in the bushes, then followed him toward the oversized metal canopy.

He breathed in the smell of fresh rain, mixed with the earthy scent of a campfire next to the canopy. A couple of teenagers around the fire pit tossed sausages toward Rocky, and the dog caught them mid-air, then left Andrew’s side to join them.

His heart skipped a beat or two at the sight of Bianca’s warm smile when she saw him. She steered him over to the table, where she had prepared a plate of breakfast burritos for him. 

Their shoulders brushed, and he felt her warmth radiating through him.

“Someone slept in this morning,” Renee commented as she scooped a spoonful of fruit-covered yogurt from her bowl. “Looks like we can’t have the hike this morning, after all, with the muddy trails .”

“Lucky for me.” Bianca winked at Andrew. “I was dreading the hike.”

“Let’s call it a walk,” Andrew said, smiling. “Checked the temps this morning. Sun will be out soon.”

Andrew bowed his head and prayed silently, then took the first bite of his burrito, savoring the deliciousness.

“Did I see Levi's family take off after the campfire last night?” Jake asked, stirring a spoon in his bowl of Cheerios.

“He had to work today,” Andrew explained.

“I wish his wife and kids had stayed until tomorrow, ” Renee said.

Andrew grimaced, wishing he’d suggested that his friend's family stay. “It didn’t cross my mind.”

He adjusted his woven hat when the morning breeze stirred in the tent. The sun was peeking slightly through the clouds,a good sign they’d be able to keep the activities they’d planned for the day. They discussed the day’s plans as they ate. 

“As long as I go into town to scout out the shops on main street,” Renee said.

Andrew pinned his sister with a look. “We’re camping for another day, at least. Can’t the shopping wait until you get back home?”

“Nope,” Renee said. “I’m already pushing it with this white water rafting thing.”

Bianca gritted her teeth. “We’re still doing that?” 

She’d been nervous when they’d first talked about rafting, and still seemed to be. Andrew rested a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll be there with you. You’ll love it.”

She glanced at him. “Only because I will be with you...that’s why I’m looking forward to it.” She looked back at Renee. “I’ll go into town with you. I need to buy some souvenirs for my mom and my brother.”

Lately, Bianca didn't refer to Mateo as ‘half brother.’ 

“I’m sure Leila will join us,” Renee added.

While the girls brainstormed their shopping plans for the afternoon, Andrew and Jake made plans to go rock climbing while they were gone.

He didn't have to ask Ezra whenever rock climbing plans were made. His brother was always up for anything adventurous. 

After breakfast, everybody at the camp headed off to find their favorite activities. From fishing, to hiking, or swimming, there was something for each age group to choose from.

After rafting, the girls went shopping while Andrew went rock climbing in the mountains with Jake and Ezra.

Their rock climbing adventure over, Andrew drove the two guys back and parked his truck on a hilly parking lot that sat 200 yards away from the common area. The dashboard clock showed 4:20 pm. Andrew yawned and stretched his arms, feeling the achy muscles of his shoulders.

“Are things getting serious with you and Bianca?” Jake, not normally one to pry, asked as they trekked down the gravel road that led back to the cabins.

“Why do you ask?” Andrew hoped he hadn’t been acting like a lovesick teenager around Bianca.

Ezra slapped Andrew on the back. “Hmm, let’s see... maybe because you two can’t keep your eyes off each other?”

“The late nights stargazing after everyone goes to bed?” Jake said, out of breath.

Andrew had forgotten about Jake and Renee being in the upstairs room of the cabin. At the time, his mind had been too full of Bianca to think of anything else. “Thought you guys were sleeping.”

Jake shrugged. “We were until we heard people walking back in, at almost one.”

Andrew grinned sheepishly and rubbed his hand on his forehead. He hadn't checked the time while with Bianca. He had no idea what time he’d walked back to his own cabin, for that matter.

His smile dried on his lips when Ezra spoke. “Callie?”

He wrinkled his brow, and Andrew’s eyes followed Ezra’s to the canopy, where Callie’s red hair stood out from all the heads of people on the bench with her. “Didn’t know she was coming.”

His heart froze at the sight, his feet suddenly numb. “Didn’t know, either,” he whispered. 

“Great.” As if Bianca needs another reason to doubt our  relationship.

“You’re coming?” Ezra steered him forward, but Andrew’s mind whirled in several directions. For an instant, he considered taking a drive so as to avoid this encounter altogether. 

Except, Bianca was sitting at the same table as Callie, his mom and a few other people. He hoped that Mom had introduced Bianca to Callie as Andrew’s girlfriend. 

What if she hadn’t, and Callie...? He raked his hair, having no idea what to do. For Bianca’s sake, he forced his feet forward, one in front of the other, until he made it to the canopy.

“Did you guys have fun?” Mom’s warm smile greeted Jake and Ezra.

“It was fun,” Jake responded, and Renee strode to his side, greeting him with a kiss.

“Oh, my gosh, Ez.” Callie threw her arms around Ezra, arching her penciled eyebrow as she stepped back and looked Ezra up and down. “Being a dad hasn’t tampered with your good looks.”

“Leila agrees,” Ezra responded coolly.

“I just met Adalee before Leila took her to put her down for a nap,” Callie continued asking Ezra about Adalee.

Andrew turned to meet Bianca’s questioning gaze from the end of the table where she sat unmoving. She gave him a half smile.

The right thing was for him to go around the table and greet her with a kiss, but his palms were sweating at the thought of having his ex around. The last time he’d seen Callie had been their break-up.

Everything in him screamed for him to walk away right now, but if he did, what would Bianca think?

“Come here, you!” Callie walked toward Andrew with her arms outstretched to hug him, but he lifted one hand and stepped back to give her a side hug. 

It wasn’t just because Andrew didn’t want to smear his damp shirt on her flowery scented top, but it felt awkward that she was acting as if they hadn’t spent so much time apart.

She gave him a once over again. “Wow! You haven't changed a bit.”

He gripped the back of his head, sensing Bianca’s eyes on him. He looked down to her, then back to Callie. “You’ve met...uh, Bianca?”

Callie gave Bianca a sideways glance. “Yeah...I met her daughter, too, and your humongous dog...hard to believe you have a dog.” She shook her head, smiling. “You’re gonna have a seat?” She gestured to the bench and sat on the cooler which was next to his mom.

While Callie dominated the conversation, at some point the woman on the other side of Mom started whispering and engaging Mom in a private chat.

Renee, Jake and Ezra had all disappeared without Andrew noticing. His busy mind had temporarily blurred his vision.

“Remember that day when we went to the lake and my shoe got stuck in the water?” Callie laughed and Andrew gritted his teeth, not interested in revisiting his past with her, not when he was building a future with someone else. “When you pulled it out, there was a frog in it...”

Bianca rose suddenly and left, her strides wider than he’d ever seen from her. She was probably fuming—he would be, if he were in her shoes.

Mom left with the woman she’d been talking to.  “Sorry, I need to get Jamie some essential oils.”

Thanks to Leila, now his mom was obsessed with essential oils, and telling all her friends about them. Otherwise, she wouldn’t be leaving him here with Callie, just the two of them.

He half listened to Callie as he watched Bianca vanish through the shrubs on the thin trail that led to the lake. Near the gravel area by the playground, Andrew spotted Daisy running around in circles with Rocky.

“It didn’t take you long to replace me.” Callie’s accusing words drew him back.

“I don’t remember making any plans with you after you broke off our engagement.”

“You broke up with me.” She pursed her red lips. “You said it was better if we broke up than to date long distance.”

What are you getting at now?  “You gave the ring back, if I remember  right”.

His blood boiled. He was used to having arguments with his siblings, and he could take that, but something about Callie just set him off. He stood, taking a sharp intake of breath, “What do you want, Callie?  You just show up after almost a year of not being in touch, you don’t announce that you’re coming, and you expect me to do...what?”

“My mom told me about your parents anniversary and I figured... I’ve known your family for so long... and this place was special to you.”

It wasn’t that she’d ever liked coming to the cabin. “Are you staying the night?”

“There’s room in my parents’ cabin. Do you have a problem with me staying?”

As long as they didn’t cross paths, he was okay with it. “No.” He gave her a quick nod. “I’ll see you around.”

She rose, bit her lower lip and gave him a challenging look. “I never figured you to be a dad type.”

Lots of things had suddenly changed. He'd never thought he would find someone to fill the empty recesses of his heart so soon after their break up. “Me, neither...”

He needed to find Bianca. “Hope you enjoy your stay.”

“We’re good, right?” Callie asked.

“Totally,” he said, and jogged in the direction of the trail where he’d seen Bianca go. He walked along the path by the lake, startling a critter or two. A handful of people cast their poles in the creek as Andrew plodded past them. Peering into the distance, he spotted Bianca’s red sweater. She was hauling a hand up as if tossing something in the water.

His feet picked up an extra pace as he neared. He could only hope and pray that Callie hadn’t messed up his love life for the second time. 
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BIANCA TOSSED A ROCK in the water and watched as it sank. In spite of the rain last night, the day had turned out sunny, thank goodness. She glanced at the  sun sinking down the horizon, then rubbed her hands over her arms when cool air seeped through her sweater.

She savored the solitude at the far end of the lake, where nobody was fishing or walking.

The way Andrew had looked puzzled at the sight of his ex, made her realize he probably wasn’t over her. Why would things be over between them?

––––––––
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CALLIE WAS THIN, GORGEOUS, with shiny red hair, and skinny jeans she’d worn  purposefully, not for camping, but to reclaim her ex. She was definitely still interested in him. 

Before Andrew had returned from rock climbing, the woman kept asking Crystal what Andrew had been up to, about his career, and all things Andrew, even after Crystal introduced Bianca as Andrew’s girlfriend. All that had been enough for Bianca to know Callie’s reasons for her visit.

Hearing them reminiscing about their past put Bianca over the edge and she had  to make her exit.

They were probably kissing by now. Her stomach tightened at the possibility. Why would he leave a model like Callie for someone like her?

With no food to shove into her mouth, she walked around in circles and picked up another rock, casting it further in the lake.  She watched it sink down in the water. That’s what her heart felt like...sinking.

She jerked around at the sound of footsteps crunching on pine.  Andrew’s smile reached his eyes as he marched confidently toward her.

She whispered his name. “Drew.”

“I wouldn’t want to be in the lake’s position.” He panted as if he’d jogged over.

What was he doing there? Was he there to break up with her?

Her heart thundered, and she wrapped her arms around herself, forcing herself to still for the worst possible news.

“You okay?” Andrew asked.

No, she wasn’t. Callie’s  presence and obvious interest in him bothered her. "Needed fresh air," she said instead, turning away.

He chuckled. “Bianca...Bianca.” Shaking his head, he came around her, standing next to her, and slid an arm around her waist. “I like it when you get jealous.”

How did he know? “I’m not jealous.” She shrugged. “It’s just...you didn't mention that Callie was coming.” She probably would've stayed home if she’d known that his ex would be there.

He pulled her back a few inches from the water and stroked her jaw. He wouldn’t be breaking up with her if he was running his hand along her jaw. She forced herself to look up at his searching eyes. 

“You wanna talk about it?”

No. “There’s nothing to talk about.” 

“The truth is,” Andrew said, “Callie is not here for me, but for my mom...okay, maybe sort of both, but I've moved on...with you.”

Her cheeks aflame, she said, “You told her that? She was practically throwing her body in your face. Doesn’t seem like she’s giving up without a fight.” 

He chuckled and cupped her chin. “I think it has to go both ways for two people to be together.”

He looked into her eyes for a moment, then leaned in and kissed her on the mouth before wrapping his arms around her. She instantly felt warm and protected in his strong arms. She closed her eyes and breathed in the spicy clean scent of his conditioner. 

When he pulled back, he kept his eyes on hers. “I think you're underestimating one thing.” 

“What’s that?” she said, her voice soft.

“The fact that I’m crazy about you. And that I have no idea how I'm going to get through the days that we don’t see each other.”

Her body relaxed at his genuine words.

“Let's take a walk,” Andrew suggested.

Bianca fell in step with him as they followed the winding road around the lake.  The air smelled of pine and aspen trees that were lush and green around them.

Andrew picked up a stone here and there and tossed it into the lake. He did have good aim. They recapped the day's events, and she told him about her shopping experience with her friends as he talked about his rock climbing.

They shared a comfortable silence before Andrew took her hand in his and said, “You know what I’ve been thinking?”

She shook her head. “What’s that?”

“We both love each other ...” He hesitated, then cleared his throat.  “What would you say if I said I want to marry you?”

Her eyes widened, her heart lodging in her throat. This was the last thing she’d expected him to say. At least not during the camping trip. She glanced away, then looked back at him, shaking her head. “Don’t... I think...”

“I don't want to go through this whole engagement thing and then drag things out.” His face was hopeful, his tone nervous.

She should be excited by the idea of spending her life with Andrew, but suddenly her stomach felt queasy. Pulling her hands out of his hold, she wrapped them around her. She then ran a hand over her face, not meeting Andrew’s gaze. She couldn’t.

“Uh...” she stuttered, not sure how to end things politely. She’d let things go too far, too fast. She forced herself to look up at him, uncomfortable at the emotion and confusion she saw in his face. She’d just made a show of jealousy about his ex, and now was rejecting him.

Her feet wavered, almost making her lose her balance. Her mind was a mix of excitement that the man of her dreams had asked her hand in marriage, yet anxious and scared at the same time.

Daisy would adore him as a father figure, but...there was so much uncertainty.

Her breathing quickened as she forced her feet to turn toward the trail leading back to the cabin. “I have to go.”

“Bianca!”  His voice rang over her shoulders. “We don’t have to do anything.”

She walked faster and ignored Andrew’s voice when he called again and again. She could only hope that Daisy would be easy to find, because they needed to get out of here as soon as possible.

Not wasting any time, she tossed hers and Daisy’s luggage in the van and went to look for her at the playground. She wasn't there, nor was she at the GaGa pit. Bianca finally spotted her playing horseshoes with Ezra.

“Daisy!” Bianca hollered loud enough that her daughter darted toward her instantly. Bianca grabbed her wrist. “We’re leaving.”

“Now?” Daisy’s brows wrinkled, but Bianca didn't bother explaining. She ignored her daughter’s protestations and screams while she dragged her by the hand all the way to the car. She fired the engine and roared away, leaving a trail of dust behind.

“Why can’t I stay?” Daisy yelled between sobs, along with many other words that Bianca tried  to ignore. Silence was the best medicine, since she’d ruined her own life, too.

Her hands trembling on the steering wheel, Bianca glanced through the rear view mirror to peek at Daisy. Her daughter’s arms were crossed over her chest. Her pouty face was streaked with tears as she peered through the window.

“Mr. Drew was going to be my dad,” Daisy started again, her voice tight with tears. “He’s.. he’s supposed to take me mountain biking tomorrow.”

“We were just fine before Mr. Drew came along.”

“No...” she said, in a trembling voice. “You chased him away!”

Her heart constricted with pain at her daughter's sadness and fear. She’d never seen Daisy this upset before.

Bianca’s throat choked when she spoke. “Everythings’ going to be okay.” God please help me, what have I done? Is everything going to be fine?

“Why, Mom, why? Why did you take my friend away?”

Bianca’s hands tightened on the steering wheel as she merged onto the Interstate. She felt the pang of guilt at her daughter’s pain and loss. Why did I do this to me, too? He’s everything I’ve ever dreamt of and more.

The three hour drive felt like an eternity.

It was dark now, the light from the porch throwing enough light on the driveway for her to park her van. Daisy was asleep when she opened the back door to let her out. Her eyes instantly popped open, and she rubbed at them as she looked both ways. “Mr. Drew?”

Not again! Bianca unbuckled Daisy’s seatbelt.

“I want to go back to the cabin!” 

Desperate, Bianca did the only thing she could. “You need to stop it right now!” she snapped, and straightened to rub her temples at the sharp pain in her head. “Get out of the car. You’re grounded!”

Daisy darted ahead to the door, wailing, before pounding it.

It swung open, and Daisy all but dove in through the screen door, slamming it behind her.

By the time Bianca made it in the house, Mama’s face was filled with questions.

Mama lifted her hands, then opened and closed her mouth before asking, “What happened?  Why did you get back so early?”

Just like Daisy, Bianca needed to go to her room and sob. She parted her lips to talk to her mom, but tears welled in Bianca’s eyes, emotions clogging her throat so that she couldn’t speak. Suddenly her eyes opened a flood that streamed down her cheek. I messed up. The words couldn’t come out.

Not normally one to initiate hugs, Mama pulled her into an embrace and held her there until her tears were spent.

When Bianca pulled out of the embrace, she gestured to Mama’s and Daisy’s room. “Can you help me talk to D, please?”

“I’ve got it, Mija!” Mama left for her bedroom to tend to Daisy, and Bianca trudged down the hall to her own bedroom. Slamming the door, she threw herself onto her bed, burying her face in her pillow, dejected and empty.

Although she knew she’d messed up, she told herself it was safer not to entangle herself with another hero. She was doing this for Daisy. It was Bianca’s fault that she’d let things go this far with Andrew.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to rid herself of the image of Andrew, but all she could see was his crushed face and his panic when Bianca didn’t respond to his proposal. She could hear his voice when he spoke. “What would you say if I said I want to marry you?”

She hadn't expected him to love her back when things started between them. The reality of his love for her was mind blowing. He’d chosen her over Callie.

Her pounding head kicked up the pain, and new tears streamed from the corners of her eyes as several questions rose in her mind. 

How was she to pick up the pieces of her old life, the life before Andrew? How would she be able to move on, when in her heart, she couldn’t go back to a life without him in it?
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Andrew drove the Interstate, soft gospel music filling the cab of his truck. He glanced through the rearview mirror at the teenager in the back seat. Preston had his earbuds planted in his ear as his thumbs busily moved across the phone in his hand. 

Good! Andrew was in not the best of moods to pretend that everything was okay. He normally pulled it off, keeping all his problems to himself while giving others advice about their personal lives.

Look at me now. He gripped the steering wheel as he switched lanes to exit the Interstate. It was his turn to give himself advice—advice about relationships gone wrong. The way Bianca had taken off when he’d asked to marry her still boggled him.

He let out a slow breath, wondering if he'd done the right thing by giving her space for an entire week.  

Would things have been different if Callie hadn’t shown up? She’d hovered over him after Bianca had left. Andrew had listened long enough to her rambling about her moving back to Colorado, and her hope to get things back to where they’d left off. 

Women!  He was done trying to figure them out. At least he’d tried putting himself out there again after the breakup.  

He pulled up to park on the street in front of Preston’s rundown apartment complex, which was strewn with soda cans and other trash.

“You sure you don’t want to hang out with me today?” he asked when Preston hopped out of the truck.

“No, thanks. A couple of friends from the youth group invited me to go swimming this afternoon.” Preston shut the door and lifted a hand to wave at Andrew, and he waved back.

Andrew normally attended church with his parents, but he’d gone to  Ezra’s church in Fort Rock  because Preston’s grandma had said the boy needed a ride. Andrew had been taking him to the youth group at Ezra’s church since it was closer than Andrew’s church.

Bianca also attended the same church as his siblings, so he was somewhat relieved that he didn’t see her there. Despite his relief, part of him still wished he’d seen her or Daisy. How were they doing? Did they miss him  the way he missed them? he wondered as he drove back home and to the weekly Sunday afternoon BBQ at his parents’ house.

––––––––
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SMOKE BILLOWED IN THE air when he transferred raw steaks from the tray to the grill. The full size grill by the pergola was better to use when barbecuing for several people.

The smell of gas mixed with freshly cut grass permeated the air around him. On the deck at the house, Leila and Renee assembled bowls of food on card tables. Bianca would be with the ladies, helping them set up for their company.

The happy sound of children playing pulled Andrew’s attention to the pool at the far side of the yard. Water splashed out of the pool as kids dove in. Ignoring the splashing, Andrew’s friend Levi served his beverages to the kids and adults who stopped by his beverage stand by the poolside. 

The sound of children’s laughter stirred up a painful memory of the little girl who should be a part of the fun. At least I don't have to get wet. Daisy would've wanted him to jump in the pool with her and all the other kids. It didn’t matter what he wanted or didn't want anymore, did it?

His phone vibrated, and he tugged it from the pocket of  his cargo shorts. He squinted against the afternoon sun to see the caller. His realtor.

“Drew!” The enthusiastic greeting sounded before Andrew could say hello.

“What's up, Cox?”

“You’ve got the Fort Rock house. Can you believe it? You’ve got the house!” 

The Fort Rock house he’d bid on was in his siblings’ neighborhood, not on the same street, but close enough that he could walk to their houses and ride his bike to work.

Bianca would be happy to get the news. She liked the expansive backyard that she thought would be good for a vegetable garden.

His chest tightened when he was suddenly hit with the bitter reality. Neither Bianca nor Daisy were part of his future anymore. He would end up stuck with a big house, all alone.

Ezra walked toward him, an empty tray in hand. 

“You’re happy about this...right?” Cox’s voice came from the other end of the line after Andrew’s lengthy silence.

He  raked a hand through his hair. “Yeah...yes.” He was going to pay more than he’d budgeted for a house, but he was too disheartened to keep searching for homes. “I’ll take it.”

“Great!” Cox said. “I’ll stay in touch to discuss closing dates once I get all the details.”

“Thanks.” Andrew said and hung up. He pocketed his phone and turned to his brother. 

“Looks like you’re about to burn these steaks.” Ezra flipped the meat.

Andrew ignored his brother’s comment. “I got the house.”

Ezra blinked and set down the tongs. “The one in our neighborhood?”

Andrew nodded. 

His brother’s grin warmed Andrew’s heart, making him temporarily forget his deep problems. “Too bad you’re not cool enough to end up on Lincoln Street,” Ezra said.

Andrew felt light as he stacked a batch of medium-rare steaks on the tray. “No, thank you. Heard Lincoln has a reputation for bad neighbors...”

“Why do I get the feeling you’re not too pumped up about the house?” Ezra arched an eyebrow. “Everything okay?”

Everything was always okay with him, except it wasn’t okay. He lifted a shoulder. “Yeah, why shouldn’t it be?”

“That’s always the problem with you,” Ezra said. “You don’t have to be okay. It's fine if you’re not okay sometimes.”

There was no need to pretend anymore. He said, “I could really use a bright side.” Anything to cheer him up or give him hope. He opened his mouth to ask Ezra if he’d seen Bianca and Daisy this week, but then decided against asking. What was the point? He clamped his lips shut.

As if reading his mind, Ezra said, “Don’t worry about Bianca,  she will come around. You’re the first person she’s dated since her husband’s death. She’s probably scared. Your job hits close to home.”

It hadn’t crossed Andrew’s mind that his job might be a major factor for her fears. She’d brought up his job from time to time, but Andrew hadn’t given it any more thought.

“What a terrible way to live, in fear,” he said. He should've done something to help ease her fears, but what? “I’m terrible with romance, you know that?”

Ezra chuckled. “You've always been the love expert.” 

“Not when it comes to my personal life, I guess,” Andrew said. “The break up with Callie, and now Bianca.” He lifted the well done steaks from the grill and piled them on the tray.

“Boys!” They both turned when Dad’s voice bellowed across the yard. “Are those steaks coming anytime soon?”

“Coming right up,” Ezra said, then turned to Andrew, slapping him on the shoulder. “Go talk to her.”

He’d been too pushy, perhaps. That strategy had worked best for everything else he did, but not for Bianca. “Been doing that for the last six months, and look where it got me.”

“That’s what you told me once or twice when I had a falling out with Leila—to find out what exactly is wrong. D misses you.”

I miss her, too, and her mom. “Yours and Leila’s situation was different...an argument. Ours was not even anything.” Whatever it was he had no idea. “Do you know what rejection does to a man’s ego?”

Ezra lifted the tray off the side of the grill and Andrew fell into step with him. They walked across the freshly cut grass toward the deck, where several tables had been set up. “It's not easy being in your shoes, man, but a little humility is always good for us.”

Andrew elbowed his brother. “Good advice, Dad.” 

Truth be told, this was a humbling experience for Andrew. Who was he to stop God from teaching him life’s lessons? God, I know that You’re in control, and You’re writing the story of my life.

Just like other times he’d lost his way, or been knocked down, with God’s help, he’d somehow managed to get back up. He prayed it wasn’t too late for him to get back up again. 
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Thick, black smoke obscured the late evening sky as Andrew and his team hurriedly ushered the last of the tenants from the blazing apartments. Frazzled families swarmed a safe distance away, coughing and consoling each other as they watched the orange flames consuming the three story building.

No way I’m  sending any of my guys into that building. At least the tenants had all been safely evacuated.

Andrew pressed the button on his radio to contact the hose team. “Levi, everyone’s out. Let’s just hit it from the outside,” he ordered when it crackled to life. He stared at the billowing black clouds and muttered, “This fire’s going to be a challenge.”

––––––––
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AS THREE MEN SCURRIED past Andrew with the hose, a commotion stirred from the crowd behind him. People yelled frantically over each other, making it hard for Andrew to understand what they were saying.

In the flickering light of the blaze, Andrew caught a shadow of a man pacing back and forth, holding his head in both hands, rattling something in Spanish.

I know that voice!

Striding forward, Andrew could almost make out the man’s words. “Te odavía hay una niña adentro!” There’s a little girl still inside.

He clapped a hand on the distraught man’s shoulder. “Mateo?”

“Daisy!” Mateo pointed to the flaming building, tugging at his hair as a torrent of Spanish poured from him.

Andrew’s mind spun, and his heart quickened. “Are you saying that Daisy is inside the building?”

Mateo nodded, panting and trembling. “Si...”

This must be where Mateo’s friends lived. “What level?’

He lifted three fingers up, then pressed his trembling hands together. 

Andrew willed his tense nerves to settle as he tried to ignore the thumping of his heart. “Where exactly is she?”

Mateo responded in rapid-fire Spanish, and it was getting harder to understand what he was saying.

“Please speak English,” Andrew snapped, the urgency of the situation giving a sharp edge to his voice.

“She was...taking nap in the bedroom,” Mateo managed.

A woman spoke from behind, hoisting a baby on her hip. “And we...forgot.”

Andrew gritted his teeth. That happened way too often, for a child visiting to be forgotten.

“Possibility of a seven year old still in the building,” Andrew radioed to his chief as he stormed toward the front of the building. He hoped that she’d somehow come out during the exit chaos. 

“Okay,” his chief said calmly. 

Andrew didn’t hear the rest of the words that came through his radio.

He went rigid as he looked up at the second floor glowing red from within. His heart hammered against his ribs as he hunched his shoulders to force his way into the hot building.

“Buchanan!”

He ignored the chief’s voice coming through the radio as he dashed through the flames, dodging the falling debris as he jumped three to four stairs at a time. Thick smoke billowed on the third floor as he swung his head from one side of the sweltering hallway to the other.

“Daisy!” he called, then plunged into the first room, listening for even the faintest cry for help. He moved to the next room, calling again as sweat poured down his face, blurring his vision. The probability of death seeped into him, easing past the exhaustion and fear and the rush of adrenaline.

“Daisy!” He ran down the hall, glancing into rooms, leaping out of the way when a slab of the ceiling came crashing down. 

A faint cough sounded somewhere to the right. Thank you, Jesus! He followed the sound through the open door, all the way to the bedroom.

“I’m here, Sweetheart!” he said when he spotted Daisy’s tiny frame crouched in a ball on the lower bunk bed. Relief flooded him at the sight.

“Mr. Drew!” she coughed weakly when he scooped her up in his arms. Her pale features and reddened eyes concerned him—she had to have inhaled a lot of smoke.

Andrew updated the others. “I found Daisy!” He looked at the window, already vented, then described its location.

“We’ll get the ladder over there!” Chief said.

Daisy’s muffled coughs kicked up. “Are we gonna die?”

“Someday, but not today!” Not when they had a window. 

“Cap!” Andrew heard Tim’s voice from the ladder company.  He saw the ladder peeking up through the window.

“It's time to get out!” Andrew said to Daisy.

He carried her toward the window, but suddenly, part of the ceiling collapsed right in front of them. The entire world seemed to shift, and he threw himself over Daisy. He was able to block most of the debris from hitting her, but they were sliding as the floor buckled underneath them. The noise was deafening, and then the room went dark as the wall with the big window caved in.

In the eerie silence that followed, all  he could hear was Daisy’s cough and his own breathing. He took out his light and turned it on. The room they’d been in was now a small box with no opening, because they were blocked in by debris.

Now he could hear his team yelling his name on the radio. Fumbling with the buttons, he told them, “I’m okay. But we’re not getting out through that window.”

The heat was intense, but the smoke was more of a problem. It wasn't getting worse, but with no place to vent, it wasn’t getting any better, either, and the sheetrock dust didn't help. When Daisy’s cough deepened, he knew they were in big trouble.

Forget  rules—he was getting Daisy out alive. He would rather die than have Bianca lose her only daughter. 

It took him a few seconds to get out of his gear. He placed the oxygen mask on the desperate Daisy for a few moments and encouraged her to take a few breaths.

Taking turns, Andrew knew there wouldn't be a good seal on the mask, but it was better than nothing.

From the chatter on the radio, Andrew could tell they were taking action. Occasionally they asked him questions and he would answer.

Daisy was full of questions, too, stirred by her fear. “Will I go to heaven if I die today?”

“You’re not going to die today,” he assured her, even though he had no idea if his team had gotten the fire under control. He dug his fingers into the smoldering sheetrock, attempting to move a chunk out of the way, but the thing wouldn’t budge.

“We’re gonna use a saw,” the radio crackled, and Andrew heard the sound of the saw powering up. 

“Get the reciprocating saw and I’ll knock so you’ll know where to cut,” Andrew said. 

“Got it!” Tim responded, and Andrew rapped on the area to cut.

After what seemed like five minutes, there was a hole big enough for Daisy to fit through. 

“It's going to be weird.” Although she seemed barely conscious by this time, he explained to Daisy how they were going to get her out, then carried her over gently and carefully tipped her sideways through the hole.

“You’re next, Cap. You’re gonna need to strip off your gear.”

Andrew looked at the tiny hole. “You’re gonna need to make another cut for me.”

He listened and watched the saw cut through the studs, then watched in disbelief as another mound of debris fell over like a black curtain in front of him. Darkness took over and heavy debris slammed into his shoulder, pinning him to the hot floor.

Bianca! He envisioned her lovely smile. That smile would vanish as her greatest fear became a devastating reality, should he not make it out of the building.

He tried to wiggle his body, but everything felt heavier than the seventy-five pounds he usually carried on his back. Every part of his body throbbed, his throat was parched, and his skin felt like it was roasting beneath his turn-out gear.

The voices sounded farther and farther away. Bianca’s words replayed in his memory, “Nothing is certain in life.”

He was aware of death, and knew it was a reality. What he hadn’t expected was today being his last.

No! It couldn’t be his last. He had to have another chance to be with Bianca and to raise Daisy.

He winced as he tried to lift his unmoving arms. His body weakened with every attempt until the wall of blackness closed in on him. He couldn’t see, think or hear anything.
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Bianca’s blood pounded through her veins as she paced back and forth in the hallway outside the ICU’s heavy double doors. It had been almost twenty-four hours since Andrew had been admitted for smoke inhalation, and he was still unconscious.

She was thankful that Daisy had only minor injuries and had been released from the hospital six hours after her arrival with instructions to drink plenty of fluids. Bianca should be at peace, knowing that her daughter was now home safe in Mama’s care.

With the love of her life’s survival hanging in the balance, she was anything but.

“Hey.” 

She spun around at Leila’s voice.

“Come have a seat for a little bit.” Leila put a hand on her shoulder, and Bianca realized her whole body was trembling. “Let’s go pray until Robert and Crystal finish visiting Andrew.”

“I need to go back...I need to see him.” Bianca choked out the words as she held back the threatening tears. Her shoulders sagged as her friend led her back to the waiting room. 

Renee was slumped in a vinyl chair, her hair rumpled as she leaned awkwardly against one of the armrests. Next to Renee, Ezra sat with his face buried in his hands. Andrew’s family was the only group in the waiting room at this late evening hour, although several firefighters had been in and out throughout the night to check on Andrew.

Andrew’s parents and both siblings had spent last night in the hospital along with Bianca. They took turns going into Andrew's room, since only two people at a time were allowed to visit him.

Leila already had a prayer chain going with their small group at church. Just the prayer warrior she was, no matter the crisis, Leila took Bianca’s hand in hers and closed her eyes. “Lord, you’re the giver of life and second chances...”

She continued to pray, but Bianca’s mind drifted after Leila mentioned a second chance. Exactly what she needed—with Andrew, with everything in her life, she needed to start over. Please, Lord, don’t let me be too late.

“Amen.” Ezra’s voice pulled her back just as Crystal and Robert came into view.

Bianca jumped up, as did Renee and Ezra.

“Any change?” Renee asked the same question they asked every time one of them came back from Andrew’s room.

Robert ran a hand through his graying, rumpled hair, his forehead creased with worry as he let out a slow breath and shook his head. He took his wife’s hand and squeezed it gently. Crystal had dark circles under her eyes, which were puffy from spent tears.

Bianca took urgent steps across the tile until she reached Andrew’s room. She paused, sucking in a deep breath before turning the doorknob and pushing open the door. 

Her heart hammered, the same way it had each time she walked in and saw the tubes and beeping machines still intact.

Drew! Her Drew still had his eyes closed, and his face under the oxygen mask was scratched and bruised.  

Her chest ached at the sight of a strong man, a hero, so helpless. She took a shuddering breath as she moved forward. 

She needed to remind him, for the twentieth time, how much she needed him. Sinking down on the polished floor, she threw her head on Andrew’s bed. “You have to wake up.” Her voice was shaky as she reached out to cradle his warm hand in hers.

His chest rose and fell steadily—on the bright side, he was still breathing.

She’d blown her chance to love and be loved by the man she didn’t deserve. Now he was grasping for his life because he’d sacrificed himself to save her daughter.

She sniffled. “Please don't die on me. I can’t survive without you.”

She would survive physically, but emotionally? That would be something else entirely.

She sobbed for her daughter. “D...needs a dad.” And Andrew fit that criteria—he and Daisy had a special connection Bianca couldn’t break. Although she hadn’t brought up their fight, Daisy would never forget that it was Bianca’s doing that Andrew wasn’t a part of their lives any more.

Had he been stressed about her breaking his heart when he plunged into the open flames of the building?

She didn’t bother to wipe the tears that flowed from the corners of her eyes. What had been the point of her fears, when she was in so much pain even though they weren’t together any more?

She couldn’t imagine life without him. “Do I have to lose Andrew, too? Please don’t let him die, dear God.”

She wrapped her hand around Andrew’s and whispered, “I love you...I love you so much.”

She squeezed his hand and kept talking to him.

She had no idea how long she stayed with him, barely noticing the nurses coming in to fill his IVs and updating his vitals on the computer. It was almost midnight when she finally left the room.

“Go home and get some rest,” Ezra suggested when she wandered back to the waiting room.

She yawned. “I need to be here when he wakes up.”

The fact that she’d broken up with him before all this mess happened made things even worse. She hoped she could tell him what a terrible mistake she’d made to walk away from him. There was so much she needed to say to him.

Renee came and wrapped her arms around Bianca. “I'll call you as soon as anything changes.” She peered at Bianca after the embrace. “You need to be in good condition for when he wakes up.”

When, not if. That was hopeful. She agreed to leave, clinging to Renee’s optimistic words as she drove home. She looked in on Daisy, finding her sleeping peacefully, and thanked God that her daughter was safe. Hard as she’d assumed it would be for her to sleep, she fell asleep the moment she sank onto her bed.

She woke up early the next morning, took a shower, and got dressed.

She glanced over at the couch where Mateo sprawled, eyes shut. Two empty bags of spicy chips and candy wrappers occupied the coffee table. It seemed he and Bianca had stress eating in common. 

He’s totally my brother.

Mateo had not gone back to work since the day of the fire, and hadn’t left the house. At first, she’d been upset at Mateo for letting this happen to Daisy; but then, seeing how deflated and horrible her brother felt, her anger melted away.

Accidents did happen and she was thankful for God’s protection upon her daughter. With Andrew’s life hanging by a thread, she didn’t have time to dwell on Mateo’s faults, even if she wanted to.

The scent of coffee drew Bianca’s feet to the kitchen, where Mama was flipping something on the stove top. Like Bianca, Mama had taken the rest of the week off to care for Daisy.

“How’s Mijo doing?” Mama asked as she poured a cup of coffee that she splashed with cream before handing it to her.

Bianca sighed. “Not good.”

“Eat some huevos.” Mama set a plate of eggs in front of her.

For once, food was far from her mind.

The only reason she was drinking coffee was to keep her awake for the day ahead. “I’m good, Mama, thanks.” She stood. “I gotta go check on Daisy.”

“She stayed up late. She wanted to know if Andrew woke up.”

Bianca lifted the cup to her lips and took a couple of sips, debating whether she should wake Daisy up. She didn’t have any news to report; it was best to let her sleep. “I’ll go back to the hospital.”

“Finish your coffee, at least.” Mama’s pleading eyes met her own. “You need to stay strong for Chiquita.”

That was true. She flopped back down on the chair, digging her phone out of her purse, in case she’d missed any calls while sleeping. She winced at the sight of the blank screen. “Ugh.. I forgot to charge the phone.”

She ran for her charger in her room, then plugged it into the kitchen socket. Bianca tapped her fingers on the counter as she waited for the phone to power up.

She blinked when Renee’s name popped up on the screen with two missed calls and a text she’d sent at four am.

He’s....

“Awake!” Bianca shouted the last word and spun to Mama, who was scooping sauce into a container.

Mama’s jaw dropped. “Alabado sea el Señor!” She then made a sign of the cross with her hand.

“Yes, Praise God, indeed,” Bianca agreed. Clutching her purse, she darted out of the house and into her car.

Even if she got pulled over for a speeding ticket, she was determined not to stop until she made it to Andrew’s room. She was at the hospital in record time.

“Is he still awake?” she asked the Buchnans as they gathered in a tight circle. Why were they not in his room if he was awake? Her heart lodged in her throat.

“He’s asleep.” Renee walked from the circle and threw her hands around Bianca excitedly. “He woke up. Can you believe it?”

“Go ahead and see him.” Crystal’s shadowed eyes warmed.

A nurse was stepping out of the room when Bianca approached the door, but nothing was going to stop her from seeing Andrew. “I gotta see...”

The plump woman must have seen her determination, because she stepped aside. “Uh...sure,” was all she said.

Bianca slipped into the room and studied him. Andrew's chest rose and fell, stronger this time.

Kneeling beside the bed, she breathed his name, taking his hand in hers. She had to see his eyes open to believe that he had awakened.

“Drew...” she whispered his name again. “I...I love you.” She closed her eyes to let the words soak in. She had so much to say, but no idea where to start. She rested her head on the bed, and just let the words flow. “I shouldn’t have walked away from you...I didn't ever expect you to love me back, but you did, unconditionally. I got... scared and nervous, afraid you would die on me just like John did.”

She cleared the lump in her throat, “I hope that you stay awake for a really long time, because you are my fantasy...”

Andrew’s hand gripped hers back. “It’s the other way around,” Andrew spoke in a croaky voice. She popped open her eyes to meet a pair of soft blue eyes peering down at her. “You... are my fantasy.” 

She jumped up and cried out in surprise and joy. Reaching out to hug him around the wires, she bent down to kiss him...

“I think I’m liking this kind of attention,” he said after she pulled her lips from his.

“I’m sorry for doubting you...your faith in God is much stronger than mine.”

“That’s not true. You’re stronger than you think.”

She slowly stroked the hair from his forehead, gazing into the face of the man she adored. “Marry me...” She didn't want to second guess herself any more. “Drew, marry me now, please.”

He stared at her as if she were crazy, and she definitely was crazy about him, after what had just happened. “Ask me to marry you again, like you did last time.”

“I can’t.”

A knot  formed in her stomach, and her cheeks flamed with embarrassment. She sat up and rubbed her hands on her leggings. “Oh..” 

Had Callie been with the Buchanans when Bianca showed? She hadn’t paid any attention. Callie had been at the hospital the night they’d brought Andrew in, but Bianca hadn’t thought anything of it. Of course he and Callie had reunited. How stupid of her not to think of it before.

He pulled her arm. “I mean, I want to marry you. Remember, I asked?”

“But you’re not asking again.  I...”

“I’m still a firefighter...if I get better, of course.”

“I know.” She swallowed. “I’d rather have you even for a short time than not have you at all. I want to share my life with you for however long God gives us together.” He was quiet for a while, too quiet, and she felt gripped with fear, until his lips lifted in a smile.

“I don't have a ring with me.”

She sighed, a flood of relief coursing through her. “I don’t care about the ring right now. It’s just a symbol. What matters is our commitment to one another.”

He patted the bed. “The hospital is not where I pictured having a wedding but...”

“We’ll wait until you come out first.” She leaned forward and kissed him again, and his heart monitor beeped faster.

Nothing but hope flooded through her when she gazed into his warm eyes, and she gave another contented sigh.




EPILOGUE
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ONE YEAR LATER

Sunday afternoons were reserved for family barbeque time with the Buchanans, although it could actually be called Family and Friends BBQ. As the family grew, encompassing more new in-laws and extended family members, Andrew and his siblings took turns hosting the family gathering. That afternoon, Andrew and Bianca were hosting at the home Andrew had purchased right before his injuries.

As they stood surveying their guests, he slid his hand to the small of Bianca’s back, enjoying her nearness. She smiled up at him, then brushed the hair from his forehead. Standing on tiptoe, she kissed the small scar on his forehead, a relic from the falling debris. “I love your scar,” she said. “It makes you even more handsome. Now let’s go eat.”

Andrew breathed in the smell of green chili when he and Bianca joined the back of the line to the pop-up tent, where Carmen had set up a Mexican food buffet.

“Your mom sure went all out on this,” Andrew said, admiring the pans of tamales, taquitos, enchiladas and other fragrant delights that were lined up on portable chafing dishes.

“She insisted on doing this because we didn’t let her cook for our wedding.”

He and Bianca had gotten married the day after he’d left the hospital, a simple ceremony with family and friends. “I wanted her to watch her daughter walk down the aisle instead of her playing Chef.”

Daisy skipped up to them. “Daddy... daddy!”

Pride coursed through him at being called Daddy. He’d begun the adoption process shortly after the wedding, and a few months ago, Daisy had officially become his daughter.

“What's up, Sweetheart?” He crouched, stroking her hair.

Daisy tugged at Andrew's leg and gestured to the far side of the freshly cut lawn, where Mateo was running with the soccer ball toward the portable goal they’d set up for the kids.

“Can you be on our team?” she asked. “Uncle is cheating.”

Andrew looked to where she was pointing and saw Mateo running with Rocky beside him. Mateo’s glistening face held a wide grin as he pumped both fists up in the air in a victory sign. His wife and three kids had legally immigrated to the U.S. two months ago, and they all lived in Bianca’s former house with Carmen.

“I guess it's you kids against your uncle?” Bianca asked.

“Uncle Ez was on our team, but he said he was hungry.”

“I think your dad will do a lot better after he eats, too,” Bianca said.

Bianca no longer worked at the cafe. She spent her time away from her day job attending a vocational college for her undergrad, which was another three years away. She would then have four more years of postgraduate-still a long way , but she was on the right track to achieve her dream.

Andrew was running his dad’s electrical company, hoping to return to firefighting when his shoulder had fully recovered from his injuries.

“Hey, you two?” They lifted their heads to see Renee approaching, her husband by her side, “Jake and I have news for you.”

Andrew glanced at the big disposable plate in Renee’s hand, which held bits and pieces of shredded chicken, a forkful of tamale, and random pieces of corn. Not enough for his one year old niece.

“You’re pregnant!” He guessed when he looked back at Renee.

“Nope.” Renee elbowed her husband, who stared at her longingly before he addressed Andrew and Bianca.

“W...is retiring from the gym, and is selling me the shares.”

“Jake is now the rightful owner of the Parkour gym,” Renee announced excitedly.

“You’ll be running two businesses?” Bianca asked.

Renee’s Interior Design Firm already kept her busy enough. 

“I have a few guys in place, and some long term students who can help out,” Jake said.

Andrew shook Jake’s hand. “Congratulations, man!”

“Thanks!”

Leila and Ezra joined them with their little daughter in tow. Adalee was just learning to take a few steps, and Daisy tried to get her to dance while the couples chatted, her soccer game temporarily forgotten. 

Hours later, after everyone had eaten and pitched in to clean up, the guests finally left. Daisy was exhausted, so Andrew tucked her into bed and left Bianca reading her a bedtime story.

He flopped on the couch and turned on the TV to catch any baseball recaps, until a movement caught his eye. He lifted his head to see his beautiful wife walking toward him, carrying a box of chocolates, which she set on the table in front of him.

He slid a hand behind her back, curling it around her waist when she plopped on the couch beside him. Pulling her close to him, he listened to the sound of her heart against his. 

She wrapped her arms around him and he felt the day’s exhaustion melt away instantly as he rested in her warm embrace. He kissed her forehead.  Her hair was still slightly damp, and he inhaled the sweet scent of her conditioner. “Isn’t it too late to eat chocolates?”

“It's never too late to eat chocolates, especially if I’m not under stress...”

She ate candy whenever she was stressed, but tonight she appeared relaxed.

“I think that's an exception.” He planted a kiss on her lips. “Except, your lips are sweet enough for me.” He paused and looked into her eyes, his teasing mood gone. “I love you so much.”

“I love you, too,” she said, snuggling against him.

He marveled at the joy she and Daisy had brought into his life—they had filled a void he hadn’t known existed. Having them in his life was what he’d needed all along.

Andrew's life was not how he'd planned it would be—it was much better now. Though he’d been forced to give up firefighting for a time, being with Bianca and Daisy more than made up for it.

Both he and Bianca had lived through dark times—he when his heart had been broken by another, and Bianca, when her heart had been shattered by the loss of her husband.

A door had been closed for each of them, but on the bright side, a new door had opened to a radiant future.

If you’ve enjoyed Bright Side, please leave your honest review Here. Thanks!

Also, if you’d like to read Ezra and Leila’s story, or Renee and Jake, check out their inspiring stories here. 

This was supposed to be the final book, to seal the Buchanans. However, I’ve already had some requests to bring back some of the characters with their own stories.

Stay tuned with my newsletter, and I will keep you posted about the next characters to join the Buchanan series.

Feel free to connect with me on Facebook, where I usually connect with my readers on a regular basis. You can also send me an email at rjfresquez@gmail.com

You can also follow me on

Amazon 

Goodreads 

Book Bub

Twitter: @fresquezfans
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